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Abstract
The Michigan Teacher Quality and Tenure Reform bill was signed into law in July 2011. The
law mandated specific requirements for annual performance evaluation of all teachers and
prohibited teacher evaluation as a subject of collective bargaining. The purpose of this
phenomenological, collective case study was to describe the lived experiences of Michigan
elementary teachers in traditional public schools as they experienced the phenomenon of
having their performance evaluated under this state-legislated teacher evaluation policy, to
understand the meanings they ascribed to the phenomenon, and to synthesize those meanings
to describe the essences of that experience.
Using semi-structured in-depth phenomenological interviews, five elementary (K–5)
general education classroom teachers were interviewed. The data were analyzed using a
modification of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method. A case record, an in-depth case profile
was developed for each of the participants, and a cross-case analysis was conducted; themes
of control, antithesis, relationship issues, and resilience emerged. Key findings were as
follows: four of five participants perceived a loss of autonomy and experienced evaluation
practices that focused on test score data, sparked distrust, produced a hostile work
environment, and were antithetical to their beliefs and values as professional teachers. There
was strong evidence that some districts are using a business practice called forced (or
stacked) ranking, which distributes teacher ratings on a bell curve. Participants struggled to
make sense of their experience. There is no evidence in the literature that supports the
evaluation practices described by participants or the use of forced ranking to improve teacher
quality.
Keywords: high-stakes teacher evaluation, teacher evaluation policy, stacked ranking
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Chapter 1: Introduction, Background, and Overview
Historically, teacher evaluation in the United States was most often a product of the
collective bargaining process between the leadership of individual school districts and the
district’s teacher association. The formulation and adoption of No Child Left Behind (NCLB)
signed into law in 2002 during the George W. Bush presidency bolstered the policy language
by advocating for standards and test-based school and teacher accountability (Fowler, 2004;
Ravitch, 2010). However, beginning in 2009, two federal education programs provided the
impetus for most state legislatures to enact legislation that has significantly altered teacher
evaluation policies (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Popham, 2013a). Both the 2009 American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), which authorized the $4.35 billion competitive
Race to the Top (RTT) grant program, and the 2011 Elementary and Secondary Education
Act (ESEA), which permitted waivers (known as the ESEA Flexibility Program) to the
NCLB, made establishing a state-legislated, rigorous teacher and principal evaluation
program compulsory for application consideration (U.S. Department of Education [USDOE],
2009, 2012). The criteria for rigorous evaluation in these programs addressed both
accountability and professionalism.
Accountability criteria for evaluation programs for states wishing to participate in
RTT included the following:
Design and implement rigorous, transparent, and fair evaluation systems for teachers
and principals that (a) differentiate effectiveness using multiple rating categories that
take into account data on student growth … as a significant factor, and (b) are
designed and developed with teacher and principal involvement. (USDOE, 2009 p. 9)

Additional accountability requirements for either program included the use of multiple
measures; measurement of individual student growth; linking evidence of student growth to
teacher and principal evaluations; multiple ranking categories for individual teachers and
principals; the use of evaluations for decision-making regarding compensation, tenure,
promotion, and staff reduction; and the removal of teachers and principals ranked as
ineffective (Ballard, 2011; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Keesler & Howe, 2012; Popham,
2013a; Ravitch, 2010; USDOE, 2009, 2012).
Criteria for professionalism in rigorous evaluation programs include providing
effective support for induction of new teachers, effective support and development of
teachers and principals through appropriate coaching, professional development informed by
data, and common planning or collaboration time, all of which are to be continuous as well as
job-embedded when applicable (USDOE, 2009, 2012).
In January 2010, then Michigan Governor Jennifer Granholm enacted legislative
changes including the requisite changes to teacher and administrator evaluations, to
strengthen the state’s Race to the Top application (State of Michigan, 2010). Subsequently,
additional major changes to the Michigan Teacher Tenure Act, the Revised School Code, and
the Public Employee Relations Act were signed into law by Michigan Governor Rick Snyder
in July 2011 (Ballard, 2011; State of Michigan, 2011). Collectively, these changes are known
as the Teacher Quality and Tenure Reform bill (Ballard, 2011). This law stipulated new
requirements for annual evaluation and observation of all teachers and administrators as
required for consideration for RTT and the ESEA Flexibility Program. Furthermore, although
not specifically required for participation in either the RTT or the ESEA programs, the 2011
legislation instituted new limits on collective bargaining, which included prohibiting teacher
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evaluation as a subject of collective bargaining, and amended elements of teacher tenure
rights (Ballard, 2011; State of Michigan, 2011).
Another provision of the Teacher Quality and Tenure Reform bill was the
development of a new Governor’s Council on Educator Effectiveness (GCEE), along with
the appointment of an advisory committee to the GCEE. The GCEE was tasked with the
development of a state-wide evaluation tool, referred to as a performance evaluation system
(PES), for teachers and school administrators to be put into place for the 2012–2013 school
year, which would include a value-added model (VAM) tool to assess student growth. Until
then, school districts were required to comply with, interpret, and implement the new PES
requirements with little guidance (Keesler & Howe, 2012). Certain exemptions to the
statewide evaluation tools may be granted to school districts that have already implemented a
PES for teachers and administrators, providing they notified the GCEE by November 1, 2011
and the district evaluation system met the criteria set by the law (Ballard, 2011; Keesler &
Howe, 2012).
The GCEE was authorized in June 2011 as a temporary committee with a commission
of no more than two years. Member appointments were made in mid-September 2011 and
funding was appropriated by the legislature in December 2011. By executive order in March
2012, Governor Snyder renamed the council the Michigan Council for Educator
Effectiveness (MCEE) and transferred the MCEE from his office to the Department of
Technology, Management, and Budget (State of Michigan, 2012). During the 2012–2013
school year, the MCEE commissioned a pilot study of four teacher observation instruments
in 14 school districts and council work continued toward establishing a statewide PES
(MCEE, 2013). The MCEE (2013) issued its final recommendations to the legislature in July
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2013. The recommendations provided by the MCEE had not been acted upon by the
legislature as of December 2013. Two bills incorporating some of the MCEE
recommendations, including a requirement for more teacher professional development, that
evaluation observations be conducted in the classroom by principals, and a reduction in the
weight of test scores in evaluations, initially passed in the full Michigan House of
Representatives however; both failed to pass out of the Senate Education Committee in
December 2014 (Feldscher, 2014a, 2014b).
Statement of the Problem
Research on educational policy implementation has revealed that implementation is
difficult and complex (Fowler, 2004; Honig, 2006). With the changes to teacher evaluation
processes required by the amendments to the Michigan Revised School Code, Michigan
Teacher Tenure Act, and Public Employee Relations Act, the educational professionals in
every public school in Michigan are faced with the challenge of implementing complex
legislation that is both regulatory and, by expressly prohibiting teacher evaluation as a
subject for collective bargaining, redistributive in nature. According to the executive director
of Michigan Elementary and Middle School Principal’s Association (MEMSPA), “teacher
performance evaluation has been the single most challenging issue principals have dealt with
this year” (P. Liabenow, personal communication, May 6, 2013).
As Fowler (2004) observed, the body of literature indicates that policy
implementation “is one of the best researched stages of the policy process” (p. 297). The
common pitfalls are well documented and widely known, and viable strategies have been
studied and established. Honig (2006) argued that recent policy designs have become more
complex; the stated goals now target systemic changes within and beyond school districts
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and utilize an expanded array of potentially incompatible tools to leverage implementation.
Little is known about how school districts will interpret, make meaning of, and implement
the new evaluation legislation at the local level. Moreover, virtually nothing is known about
how the new evaluation legislation will be experienced in the life worlds of teachers or the
meanings they make related to the experience. Considering the high-stakes nature of teacher
evaluation for both students and teachers, it is not only interesting, it is critical for local
educational professionals and policymakers to understand how teachers are experiencing the
phenomenon of legislated performance evaluation in order to facilitate workable solutions
within their respective contexts.
Purpose of the Study
The complex new legislation mandated extensive changes to the teacher evaluation
systems and is a phenomenon experienced by every teacher in the state of Michigan. While
much is known about both successful teacher evaluation systems and educational policy
implementation, little is known about how this legislation will impact the lives of the
teachers subject to this unprecedented policy. Therefore, the purpose of this
phenomenological, collective case study is to describe the lived experiences of Michigan
elementary teachers in traditional public schools as they experience the phenomenon of
having their performance evaluated under a state-legislated teacher evaluation policy, to
understand the meanings they ascribe to the phenomenon, and to synthesize those meanings
to describe the essences of that experience.
Significance of the Study
The changes to the Michigan Teacher Tenure Act, Revised School Code, and Public
Employee Relations Act stipulated new requirements for evaluation, including observation of
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teachers, dismissal from employment, opportunities for improvement, instituted new limits
on collective bargaining, and amended elements of teacher tenure rights for every public
school in the state.
The research literature on teacher evaluation identified many of the variables that
impact the teacher evaluation process including teacher and principal perceptions; the
tensions between summative evaluation and formative supervision; components of teacher
evaluation systems that balance accountability and teacher professional growth; and school
characteristics and conditions that facilitate or hinder the implementation of teacher
evaluation systems. However, much of the literature is based on voluntary implementation of
teacher evaluation systems rather than state-mandated systems and focuses on success or
failure of the implementation at the school and school district levels.
The body of literature on the implementation of educational policy found that
implementation involves a complex interaction between the specific policy provisions, the
local educational professionals, and the local context within which it will be implemented;
therefore, variations in implementation can be expected (Honig, 2006). Early policy
implementation research, focused on monitoring compliance with predominantly distributive
and regulatory federal education policy, found widespread failure in implementation. Early
researchers considered the individual the relevant unit of analysis and hypothesized failure to
be the result of conflicting interests between policy makers and the individuals tasked with
actual implementation (Honig, 2006). Building on previous research, contemporary policy
implementation studies shed light on the complex interactions between people, policy, and
local context that resulted in variations in implementation in a broad sense (Honig, 2006).
Yet few, if any, shed light on how policy impacts the individual life worlds, the meanings
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ascribed to that experience, or the essences of the experience of those who are the targets of a
particular policy.
While much is known about desirable conditions necessary for successful teacher
evaluation systems and policy implementation, little is known how the legislated policy will
be implemented at the local level. Moreover, virtually nothing is known about the lived
experience of elementary teachers and the meanings they attribute to the experience of
having their performance evaluated under a legislated policy. Understanding the lived
experiences of elementary teachers, the meanings they make, and the essence of the
experience as they experience this complex legislation is particularly interesting to me. As a
former elementary teacher, I observed the implementation of and experienced being
evaluated on the basis of a locally implemented evaluation system that resulted from the
legislation during the first year of enactment, 2011–2012. An exploration of the lived
experiences of elementary teachers that affords a voice to teachers through descriptive stories
of their life worlds as they experience legislated performance evaluation is not only
interesting, understanding the meanings and essences of the experience is acutely relevant
and may be of interest to the educational professionals within the local school context,
educational policy makers, and policy researchers in Michigan and beyond.
Research Questions
This study was guided by the following research questions:
1. How do elementary teachers in Michigan traditional public schools describe the lived
experience of the phenomenon of legislated performance evaluation?
2. What meanings do they ascribe to and, what are the essences of, the phenomenon of
legislated performance evaluation?
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Conceptual Framework
This qualitative study was situated within the interpretivist/social constructionism
research tradition (Creswell, 2013; Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Ljungberg et al., 2009; Merriam,
2009). According to Merriam (2009), “basically, qualitative researchers are interested in
understanding the meaning people have constructed, that is, how people make sense of their
world and the experiences they have in the world” (p. 13, emphasis in original). The
conceptual framework for this research was further informed by the philosophical principles
and methods of both transcendental phenomenology and case study (Creswell, 2013;
Merriam, 2009; Moustakas, 1994; Seidman, 2013; Yin, 2014).
Phenomenology. Phenomenology as an approach to human science research has
developed over the past century by various philosophers, most notably, the transcendental
phenomenology of Edmund Husserl (1859–1938); (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).
Creswell (2013) described two general approaches to phenomenology, hermeneutic and
transcendental. Moerer-Urdahl and Creswell (2004) provide further differentiation between
hermeneutic and transcendental phenomenology, including citations from the literature:
These two approaches differ in their historical advocates (e.g., Heidegger or Husserl),
methodological procedures (Laverty, 2003), and their current proponents (van Manen,
1990, for hermeneutic phenomenology and Moustakas, 1994, for transcendental
phenomenology). Meaning is the core of transcendental phenomenology of science, a
design for acquiring and collecting data that explicates the essences of human
experience. Hermeneutics requires reflective interpretation of a text or a study in
history to achieve a meaningful understanding (Moustakas, 1994). (p. 19)
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Moustakas (1994) described Husserl’s approach as phenomenological “because it
utilizes only the data available to consciousness—the appearance of objects” (p. 45,
emphasis in original) and as transcendental “because it adheres to what can be discovered
through reflection on subjective acts and their objective correlates” (p. 45). Patton (2002)
described Husserl’s primary philosophical premise this way: “his most basic philosophical
assumption was that we can only know what we experience by attending to perceptions and
meanings” (as cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 9, emphasis in original). Hence, Moustakas (1994)
asserts the phenomenon is what emerges in the consciousness through an interweaving of
both subjective and objective knowledge.
I chose transcendental phenomenology as the appropriate approach for this study as
my focus was on the lived experiences of elementary teachers as they experienced the
phenomenon of legislated teacher evaluation, and I sought to understand the meanings they
attribute to their experiences phenomenon. In addition, Moustakas (1994) provided
systematic and detailed procedures for data analysis, which guided me as an inexperienced
researcher (Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004). The philosophical underpinnings and
methodology of transcendental phenomenology are discussed further in Chapter 3.
Collective Case Study. In deciding when to use a case study rather than another
design, the researcher must consider what it is they want to know (Creswell, 2013; Merriam,
2009; Yin, 2014). Yin (2014) states, “the distinctive need for case study research arises out of
the desire to understand complex social phenomena” (p. 4). According to Creswell (2013),
case study is appropriate when “the investigator explores a real-life, contemporary bounded
system (a case) or multiple bounded systems (cases) over time, through detailed, in-depth
data collection” (p. 97, emphasis in original). Yin (2014) further asserted that case study is
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appropriate “when examining contemporary events, but when the relevant behaviors cannot
be manipulated” (p. 12), when unit of analysis is “at the community or collective level” (p.
13), and when you wish to conduct “an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary
phenomenon (the “case”) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when the
boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident” (p. 16). In
addition, Honig (2006) argued that “strategic qualitative cases” that are “well grounded in
theory, have allowed contemporary researchers to elaborate the dimensions of and
interactions among policy, people, and places that comprise implementation in contemporary
educational systems” (p. 22). This study met these characteristics.
The participants’ experiences and stories illustrate a contemporary event with
multiple embedded variables over which the researcher had no control. When these
conditions exist, Yin (2009) states, “case study is preferred” (p. 12). Each of the individual
participants in this study was an intrinsically interesting case; likewise, each case played an
instrumental, supportive role in understanding common meanings as well as the essence of
the experience (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995; Yin, 2009). For the purposes of
this research, each participant represents a single bounded case in an attempt to provide a
rich, thick description the participant’s lived experience of the phenomenon. A collective
case study is useful when seeking to “provide an in-depth understanding of the cases”
(Creswell, 2013, p. 100) and is compatible with phenomenological process of analysis and
synthesis that integrates the fundamental themes of each case into a “unified statement of the
essences of the experience of the phenomenon as a whole” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 100).

10

Research Design, Methods, & Procedures
For the purposes of this qualitative dissertation, I drew from the philosophical
principles and methods of both transcendental phenomenology and case study to inform the
design of this study.
When considering selection of cases, Stake (1995) states, “the first criterion should be
to maximize what we can learn” (p. 4). Because the range of possible types of elementary
classroom teachers, grade level(s) taught, subject(s) taught, gender, age, ethnicity, sites, site
leadership, type of evaluation system, and combinations thereof are numerous, it was not
possible to represent all of the possible characteristics or to define a “typical case” (Stake,
1995, p. 4), nor was it possible to achieve maximum variation sampling (Creswell, 2013,
Merriam, 2009); furthermore, it was not possible to determine in advance which cases might
be most interesting or provide the best “opportunity to learn” (Stake, 1995, p. 6). Therefore,
participants who are general education classroom teachers in kindergarten through fifth grade
were purposefully selected through personal contact as well as through “snowball, chain, or
network sampling” (Merriam, 2009, p. 79) from traditional public elementary schools in
West Michigan.
For the selection process, I conducted brief initial contact visits with nine potential
participants and identified seven participants for formal in-depth phenomenological
interviews. The process of conducting initial contact visits allowed me to become acquainted
with each potential participant, identify the interesting characteristics or experiences related
to evaluation, determine if a productive interview relationship was likely to develop,
ascertain the prospective participant’s ability to communicate their experience during
interviews, and begin the informed consent process (Seidman, 2013). Information gathered
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during the initial contact visit was recorded on an Initial Contact Visit form (Appendix A)
and was used to inform the selection of seven participants for formal, semi-structured, indepth phenomenological interviews (Seidman, 2013). A description of the selection decisionmaking process can be found in Chapter 3. Each participant was asked to sign an informed
consent agreement (Appendix B) prior to beginning any formal in-depth interviews.
Data were collected by conducting formal semi-structured in-depth phenomenological
interviews (Seidman, 2013). An “interview guide” (Lofland, Snow, Anderson, & Lofland,
2006, p. 99) was used to support data collection. Seven participants were engaged in
Interview One (Appendix C) lasting approximately 90 minutes. From this initial group, five
participants were identified for Interviews Two and Three. No follow-up interviews were
necessary to reach saturation (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2013). In-depth
interviews were recorded digitally and transcribed verbatim by a professional transcriptionist.
I verified the accuracy of each transcript by listening to the audio file while reading the
transcript and made corrections as needed. I then read each of the seven transcripts and five
were selected for in-depth case study profiles. The Interview One transcript from one of the
participants was so rich and compelling it was selected as one of the case studies.
Data were organized and analyzed utilizing NVivo for Mac Computer Assisted
Qualitative Data Analysis Software [CAQDAS]. A modification of the “Stevick-ColaizziKeen method of analysis of phenomenological data” as described by Moustakas (1994, p.
121) and Creswell (2013) was used for analysis. Systematic data analysis strategies proposed
by Huberman and Miles (1994), including the “data analysis spiral” (as cited in Creswell,
2013, p. 182), adapted to the specific structures of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method
described by Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2013) were used flexibly to guide the study.
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In the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method as described by Moustakas (1994), the primary
researcher becomes the first participant through the Epoché process. Through the Epoché
process, I explored my own experience of performance evaluation, both in the past and as it
related to my experience of being evaluated under the Teacher Quality and Tenure Reform
bill (Ballard, 2011) of 2011 during the 2011–2012 school year. I revisited, expanded, and
revised the Epoché (see Epoché in Chapter 3) as necessary throughout the study as I
continually monitored myself for bias. Data analysis (Appendix D) began with formal data
analysis of each complete transcript, significant verbatim statements were identified, coded,
and a case record for each participant was developed. A descriptive case study profile was
then developed for each of the five case study participants. The construction of detailed
descriptions is consistent with case study methodology (Creswell, 2013). Finally, the case
records were analyzed for cross-case themes. Finally, a composite structural-textural
description was developed to represent a synthesis of the collective experience of the
participants. A detailed description of the data collection and analysis process is presented in
Chapter 3.
Definition of Key Terms
To provide a shared understanding of certain terms that may be specific to one body
of research or another and therefore may have conflicting or multiple meanings, this study
used the following definitions:
Accountability: Accountability is defined as and includes summative teacher evaluation; that
is evaluation “aimed at making a decision about (1) whether to reward the teacher for
atypically fine performance, (2) the teacher’s continued employment, or (3) the need
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to place the teacher on an improve-or-else professional-support program” (Popham,
2013a, p. 17).
Administrators/administration: Educational professionals who are specifically charged with
and have the legal authority to perform the official duties of running a school district,
at the central office level or school building level, including school superintendent,
human resources director, curriculum director, business manager, building principals,
or other school personnel with similar titles and responsibilities.
Educational professionals: Educational professionals are defined as including public school
administrators at the central office level, school building administrators, and certified
teachers employed by the school district.
General education classroom teacher: General education classroom teacher is defined as a
teacher who is certified by the State of Michigan and is assigned to their own
classroom to teach the general curriculum for typically developing students.
Implementation: Implementation is defined as “the stage of the policy process in which a
policy formally adopted by a governmental body is put into practice” (Fowler, 2004,
p. 270). For the purposes of this study, implementation includes all changes within a
traditional public school made as they implement the Michigan legislation known as
the Teacher Quality and Tenure Reform bill (Ballard, 2011), enacted in 2011.
K–5 Elementary teachers: Elementary teachers are defined as teachers who are certified by
the State of Michigan to educate students from kindergarten through fifth grade,
including grade level general education classroom teachers, special education, art,
music, physical education, reading and mathematics specialists, and other certified
support teachers.
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Participant: Participant(s) is the term used to reference and identify the individual teachers
that were interviewed during the data collection process.
Policy actors: Policy actors are those individual agents charged with implementing policy.
Policy targets: Policy targets are defined as the “people and organizations named in policy
designs as those slated for change” (Honig, 2006, p. 12).
Professionalism: Professionalism is defined as formative professional development and
learning for teachers, including “activities directed toward the improvement of the
teachers’ ongoing instruction. Formative teacher evaluation is focused on helping
teachers become as instructionally effective as they can possibly be” (Popham, 2013a,
p. 17).
Teacher Quality and Tenure Reform bill: This phrase is defined as the changes to the
Michigan Teacher Tenure Act, Revised School Code, and Public Employee Relations
Act that were signed into law by Michigan Governor Rick Snyder in 2011 (Ballard,
2011; State of Michigan, 2011).
Traditional public school: A traditional public school is defined as a school in the United
States that is maintained by public tax dollars and is governed by a school board that
is locally elected by the voters within the district to provide a free education for
children in a community or district.
West Michigan: West Michigan is defined as within the geographic boundaries of the
following intermediate school districts (ISD): Kent ISD, Manistee ISD, MecostaOsceola ISD, Muskegon Area ISD, Newaygo County RESA, Ottawa Area ISD,
Traverse Bay ISD, West Shore Educational Service District, and Wexford-Missaukee
ISD (Michigan Department of Transportation, Management & Budget, 2013).
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Delimitations of the Study
Delimitations of this study include the following:
1. This collective case study is bounded by case and time.
2. Although principal evaluation is also part of the legislation, the focus of this
study is delimited to teacher evaluation policy and processes only.
3. Participants were selected from the population of elementary teachers
assigned as general education classroom teachers.
4. The focus of this qualitative study was on the lived experiences of individual
elementary teachers as it relates to the Teacher Quality and Tenure Reform
bill of 2011 (Ballard, 2011) and does not attempt to examine, assess, or
analyze the performance evaluation system of any particular school or school
district.
5. This study is qualitative in nature; therefore, it did not include quantitative test
scores or other means of evaluating whether or not mandated teacher
evaluation processes are effective, have improved teacher quality, or have
increased student achievement.
Limitations of the Study
Limitations of this study include the following:
1. This study may be limited by my ability to bracket my biases and assumptions
during the Epoché process, my skill as an interviewer, and my capability to
utilize the strategies of phenomenological research analysis.
2. Because the research question of this qualitative phenomenological study is
“What is the lived experience ...,” participant perceptions are assumed to be
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reality and were not fact checked; one of the stated assumptions of
phenomenology is that perception is reality. (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009;
Moustakas, 1994; Seidman, 2013).
3. The study took place over a period of time during which state legislation and
district policies related to mandated teacher evaluation were evolving.
Participants’ descriptions may not be consistent with state teacher evaluation
legislation or local evaluation processes in place at the time of publication of
this dissertation.
4. This study was limited to five case studies with only one teacher from any
particular school district and is therefore a very small sample of possible
teachers’ lived experiences across the state of Michigan. Other teachers in
participants’ schools may have had a different experience.
Summary
In this chapter, I have provided an introduction and background for a qualitative,
phenomenological collective case study that described the lived experienced of K–5
elementary teachers in Michigan who are subject to legislated teacher evaluation policy, and
the meanings and essences of that experience. As justification for this study, I have provided
a statement of the problem, purpose of the research, significance of the research, research
questions that guided the study, the theoretical framework for a phenomenological, collective
case study, a brief overview of the research study design, participant selection, data
collection method, and method for analysis. Also, included in this chapter are the definitions
of key terms specific to this study as well as delimitations and limitations of the study.
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A review of the literature is presented in Chapter 2. A detailed description of the
research design, methods, and procedures as well as measures taken to ensure the integrity
and trustworthiness of this research is documented in Chapter 3. In Chapter 4, I present
participant case study profiles, and a thematic cross-case analysis is presented in Chapter 5.
In Chapter 6, to conclude the dissertation, I revisit the research questions and present a
composite description of participants’ lived experience, a synthesis of the meanings and
essences of the experience, conclusions, implications, recommendations for further study,
and a closure that creatively communicates the essence of the study.
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Chapter 2: Review of the Literature
A review of the literature revealed that teacher evaluation in the United States has a
long cyclical history impacted by political systems, public concerns and values, and private
interests (Cuban, 1990; Darling-Hammond et al., 1983; Ellett & Teddlie, 2003; McLaughlin
& Pfeifer, 1988; Ravitch, 2010). The emphasis on teacher evaluation has varied over the past
two centuries, ranging from concern about such personal characteristics as having a good
moral and ethical reputation, teacher performance and behaviors from approximately 1980–
1999, to the recent priority of accountability linking teaching to student engagement and
learning (Cuban, 1990; Darling-Hammond et al., 1983; Ellett & Teddlie, 2003; McLaughlin
& Pfeifer, 1988; Ravitch, 2010). McLaughlin and Pfeifer (1988) reported,
Legislators, citizens, and local school trustees pushing for more and better teacher
evaluation believe it has a major role to play in promoting accountability and in
improving the quality of instruction. Teacher evaluation, policymakers and planners
expect, can rid the system of “bad apples” by identifying incompetent teachers. And it
can contribute to quality education by furnishing feedback on more and less effective
classroom practices. Teacher evaluation, in short, is pursued as a potent strategy for
enhancing both quality and control of American public education. (p. 1)
The pursuit of teacher evaluation as both a strategy and as an accountability measure for
improving education, as described above, does not reveal the complex nature of teacher
evaluation found in the literature.
The research literature on teacher evaluation identified a large number of variables
that impact the teacher evaluation process that include teacher, principal, and central office
perceptions; leadership capacity, tension between summative evaluation and formative
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supervision; components of teacher evaluation systems that balance, or are counterproductive to, accountability and teacher professional growth; organizational traits such as
school climate, organizational culture, and organizational politics; and a variety of other
conditions that can facilitate or hinder the successful implementation of teacher evaluation
systems. However, much of the teacher evaluation literature is based on voluntary local
implementation of teacher evaluation systems rather than state-mandated systems and
focuses on the success or failure of the implementation.
Educational policy research indicated that policy implementation is significantly
difficult at the local level and the result is often considered a failure (Honig, 2006; Spillane,
Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). Implementation research has evolved from an early focus on
compliance to a contemporary focus on an explanation for both success and failure.
Contemporary implementation research built upon early findings and found that the
implementation of educational policy involves a complex interaction between people, policy,
and local context, and that variations can be expected (Honig, 2006); one policy size does
not, and should not be expected to, fit all.
During the process of this literature review, I noticed an abundance of both teacher
evaluation and educational policy research that concluded that successful implementation of
teacher evaluation systems requires a wide variety of conditions, including certain desirable
organizational elements such as a positive organizational culture, climate, characteristics of
leaders, and evaluation practices. Many researchers called for “organizational change”
(McLaughlin & Pfeifer, 1988, p. 5) requiring changing “deeply held values” (p. 5) that
function at a deeper level than organizational climate. Deeply held values exist at an
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unconscious level throughout the organization and include those tacit, shared assumptions
that give meaning and stability to an organization (Schein, 2010).
It occurred to me that there was ample research that relied on teachers’ perceptions
for information to identify successful and unsuccessful voluntary and locally negotiated
teacher evaluation systems, successful and unsuccessful policy implementation, and desirable
organizational characteristics. However, it struck me that despite an abundance of studies that
utilized teacher perception data, I was unable to locate any study that sought to describe and
understand teachers’ life worlds as they experience having their performance evaluated, the
meanings they ascribe to performance evaluation, or the essences of the experience. This
literature review provides a contextual foundation and presents key themes within teacher
performance evaluation including, effective and ineffective teacher evaluation systems,
accountability, professionalism, educational policy implementation, and organizational
elements.
Teacher Evaluation
Although teacher evaluation has existed in one form or another for the past two
centuries, renewed interest can be traced to two publications: A Nation at Risk: The
Imperative for Educational Reform, published in April 1983 by the National Commission on
Excellence in Education (NCEE) and the report from the Task Force on Education for
Economic Growth, Education Commission of the States (ECS), Action for Excellence, issued
June 1983 (Wise, Darling-Hammond, McLaughlin, & Bernstein, 1985). In describing the
sentiment at that time, Wise et al. (1985) note what they described as a “strong preoccupation
with teacher competence” (p. 62), with a focus on removing bad teachers and attracting better
teacher candidates, while at the same time, a call for increasing respect for teachers and for
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teaching as a profession. This view represented a departure from 20 years of policy action
that advanced “teacher-proof curriculum, test-based instructional management, and student
competence testing initiatives” (p. 62) on the assumption that improving education did not
require increasing teacher quality. The dual interest in better-quality teachers and teaching as
a profession then demanded a need for both accountability and improvement, referred to as
professionalism by this researcher. Accountability and improvement “pose different
evaluation demands” (Wise et al., 1985, p. 107).
Most recently, in the United States, attention has turned to the teacher evaluation
processes that require attention to both professionalism and accountability as a result of two
federal education programs (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Popham, 2013a). The 2009 American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act (ARRA), authorizing the $4.35 billion competitive Race to
the Top (RTT) grant program, and the 2011 Elementary and Secondary Education Act
(ESEA) waiver program, which would permit waivers to the No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB), known as the ESEA Flexibility Program, have made establishing a rigorous teacher
and principal evaluation program that includes the use of multiple measures, evidence of
student growth, accountability measures in the form of summative evaluation that ranks
teachers, and formative supervision practices that promote professionalism among of the
requisite conditions for states wishing to participate in either program (Darling-Hammond,
2013; Popham, 2013a; Ravitch, 2010; U.S. Department of Education, 2009, 2011).
According to Darling-Hammond (2013) and Peterson (2000), underlying the policy, there
appears to be an assumption that the worst teachers need to be fired, creating a deficit model
for improving teacher quality despite a lack of empirical evidence for that approach.
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Effective Evaluation Systems
Whether voluntary or legislated, establishing an effective system for teacher
performance evaluation is a formidable task. Long before the recently legislated teacher
evaluation policy, Stronge and Tucker (1999) argued,
Designing and implementing a systemwide [sic] reform such as that involved in a
new teacher evaluation system is emotionally laden and politically challenging.
Teacher evaluation necessarily embodies the values and expectations of the school
community regarding teaching and learning and requires the integration of keen
technical and political skills by those in leadership roles. (p. 339)
The type of evaluation system adopted by a school district will affect both the teaching and
learning in the school; therefore, the educational professionals at the local level must clearly
define the purpose, goals, and criteria for evaluation, as well as understand the theoretical
and philosophical underpinnings of the proposed system to ensure consistency and
compatibility (McKay, 1998; Stiggins & Duke, 1988; Wise et al., 1988). The research also
found considerable variation in successful evaluation designs, depending on district goals and
values, organizational structure, and management styles. However, in addition to clear
purpose, goals, and criteria, successful evaluation designs shared key features. McLaughlin
and Pfeiffer (1988), Stiggins and Duke (1988), Stronge and Tucker (1999), and Wise et al.,
(1985) identified the following key features:
•

inclusion of all staff and administrators in a collaborative process of planning and
training;

•

an acknowledgment of the political complexities of power, resource allocation, and
decision-making;
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•

flexible evaluation instrument, inclusion of a variety of data sources, and checks and
balance system;

•

adequate support in the form of time, money, and other necessary resources;

•

well-trained evaluators, timely, credible and appropriate feedback; and

•

an integrated, comprehensive professional development for both teachers and
evaluators clearly linked to the evaluation system.
In order to build and sustain effective teaching, Darling-Hammond (2013) advocated

for a statewide, comprehensive, and systemic approach that should incorporate five crucial
elements:
1. Common statewide standards for teaching that are related to meaningful
student learning and are shared across the profession;
2. Performance-based assessments based on these standards, guiding state
functions, such as teacher preparation, licensure, and advanced certification;
3. Local evaluation systems aligned to the same standards, for evaluating onthe-job teaching based on multiple measures of teaching practice and student
learning;
4. Support structures to ensure properly trained evaluators, mentoring for
teachers who need additional assistance, and fair decisions about personnel
actions; and
5. Aligned professional learning opportunities that support the improvement of
teachers and teaching quality. (p. 14, emphasis in original)
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Ineffective Evaluation Systems
The literature on teacher evaluation over the past 30 years found a number of
problems associated with teacher evaluation. These studies primarily used teacher, principal,
and central office administrator perception surveys as data, although some observations were
also included. However, across districts, studies, and regardless of evaluation system type,
i.e., standards-based or traditional, Darling-Hammond (2013), Heneman and Milanowski
(2003), McLaughlin and Pfeifer (1983), Milanowski and Heneman (2001), Stiggins and
Duke (1988), Stronge and Tucker (1999), and Wise et al. (1985) all note these common
themes associated with ineffective teacher evaluation systems:
•

insufficient training, competence, and resolve on the part of evaluators—principal or
other evaluator—to carry out accurate evaluation, even when evaluators were in
support of the teacher evaluation process;

•

conflicting role of principal as both evaluator and educational leader;

•

teacher apathy, resistance, fear, and anxiety, generally due to inconsistent evaluation
procedures, subjective evaluator judgment, uncertainty, and lack of communication
from evaluator regarding both evaluation results and processes;

•

insufficient time for evaluation and follow-up; teachers, other evaluators, and
principals’ felt over-burdened with responsibilities; and

•

lack of trust due to adversarial nature of evaluations on the part of teachers,
bargaining units, other evaluators, and principals.

Despite teacher dissatisfaction with teacher evaluation, the majority of teachers want to be
evaluated, to know how they are performing, to receive feedback that is productive and
applies to their practice, and want opportunities to learn and grow as professionals (Barth,
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1990; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Heneman & Milanowski, 2003; McLaughlin & Pfeifer,
1983; Milanowski & Heneman, 2001; Stiggins & Duke, 1988; Wise et al. 1985).
Accountability
From the institutional, or organizational, perspective, public schools are not like
organizations in the private sector for two primary reasons: Public schools are supported by
tax dollars and are governed by an elected board of education, consisting of laypeople, thus
making public schools subject to governmental and public scrutiny and accountability
(Cuban, 1990). The term accountability is used here thematically to encompass summative
teacher evaluation, that is, evaluation “aimed at making a decision about (1) whether to
reward the teacher for atypically fine performance, (2) the teacher’s continued employment,
or (3) the need to place the teacher on an improve-or-else professional-support program”
(Popham, 2013a, p. 17). One of the goals of teacher evaluation is accountability, that is, to set
quality control standards for individual teachers as well as for schools and school districts as
organizations (McLaughlin & Pfeifer, 1985). Organizational accountability has generally
measured compliance factors and, recently, student achievement. Individual accountability
measures are generally top-down policies that set minimum performance or compliance
competencies used to identify teachers as either effective or deficient and to make personnel
decisions (McLaughlin & Pfeifer 1985; Popham, 2013a, 2013b; Wise et al., 1983).
Evaluation measures used for accountability and decision-making purposes are summative in
nature when used in this context (Popham, 2013a, 2013b; Scriven, 1996). Nearly all of the
literature addressing accountability concur that there is substantial variation in both
procedures and criteria for evaluating teachers (Barth, 1990; Darling-Hammond, 2013;
McLaughlin & Pfeifer, 1985; Peterson, 2000; Popham, 2013a, 2013b).
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Individual as Unit of Analysis
The most recent trend in accountability policy is the requirement by both Race to the
Top and ESEA Flexibility Program (U.S. Department of Education [USDOE] 2009; 2011)
that student achievement, generally in the form of test scores, be used “as a significant
factor” (USDOE, 2009, p. 9) in evaluating individual teachers (and principals). According to
Popham (2013a), “The most attention-arresting feature of the entire teacher-evaluation
strategy envisaged by federal officials is the stipulation that, among the evidence sources to
be used, data regarding student growth is to be employed ‘as a significant factor’” (p. 8).
Previously, student test scores were used in evaluation at only the school or district level
(Popham, 2013a). Using the individual as the unit of analysis for accountability makes
possible the rating and ranking of individual teachers (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Popham,
2013a).
Ranking Teachers
The ESEA Flexibility Program requires the ranking of individual teacher’s
performance “using at least three performance levels” (USDOE, 2011, Sec. 2, p. 3). The
Teacher Quality and Tenure Reform bill requires ranking using four categories, highly
effective, effective, minimally effective, and ineffective (Ballard, 2011). The legislation does
not require teachers to be ranked on a bell curve into the four categories; however, these
requirements are similar to a corporate business practice called forced distribution ranking
system (FDRS), a type of performance evaluation system conceived and popularized in the
early 1980s by former General Electric (GE) CEO Jack Welch (Berger, J., Harbring, C., &
Sliwka, D., 2013; Lawler, 2002; Olson, 2013; Schleicher, D. J., Bull, R. A., & Green, S. G.,
2009; Scullen, S. E., Bergey, P. K., & Aiman-Smith, L., 2005; Stewart, S. M., Gruys, M. L.,
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& Storm, M., 2010). The practice of forced distribution (FD) is also known by several other
names including “stacked ranking,” “rank and yank,” and “rank-and-fire” and ranks
individual employee performance on a bell-shaped curve, sorts employees into the designated
performance categories, then removes the bottom 10% every year (Berger et al., 2013;
Lawler, 2002; Olson, 2013; Schleicher et al., 2009; Scullen et al., 2005; Stewart et al., 2010).
The practice of FDRS has advocates as well as critics despite the lack of empirical
research for either position (Scullen et al., 2005; Schleicher et al., 2009). Advocates argue
that FDRS efficiently removes lower performing employees by requiring managers to be
honest, straightforward, and direct when conducting performance evaluations, thereby
improving performance; critics argue that FDRS hinders collaboration and hampers
teamwork, encourages competition, contributes to office politics, and establishes an
environment of insecurity, distrust, and uncertainty (Scullen et al., 2005; Schleicher et al.,
2009). Scullen et al. (2005) observed, “given the intense interest in FDRS, it is surprising that
there is virtually no published research that can inform practitioners about their
effectiveness” (p. 2). Schleicher et al. (2009) note that at the time of their research, they were
able to locate only one published, peer-reviews empirical study on FD. The study by Scullen
et al. (2005) found through a simulation that initial improvements associated with an FDRS
occurred in the first several years, then declined rapidly as the workforce became more
homogeneously high-performing and voluntary employee turnover increased.
Two additional recent studies illuminate the effects of FDRS. In the first, Stewart et
al. (2010) present an introduction, background, advantages, disadvantages, and suggestions
for implementation of FDRS; however, they provide no additional empirical evidence.
Nonetheless, their paper is significant because it provides a detailed account of the lawsuits
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that have resulted from the implementation of FDRS, including both individual cases
involving Microsoft, Goodyear, Cononco, and Ford as well as class-action suits brought
against Ford, Capital One, and Goodyear, many of which were successful in favor of
employees. The most notable successful suit resulted in a $10,500,000 class settlement by
Ford and an announcement in 2001 that Ford was discontinuing the requirement that “a
certain percentage of its employees be ranked in the lowest tier” (Stewart et al., 2010, p.
176).
In the second study, Berger et al. (2013), observed that when viewed through an
economic lens, FDRS are structured much like “rank-order tournaments” (p. 55) where
entrants compete for a limited number of prizes, often resulting in an incentive to sabotage
others in order to advance one’s own standing. To determine if similar incentive effects could
apply to FDRS, they conducted a “real-effort experiment” (Berger et al., 2013, p. 55)
involving a variety of treatments, including a baseline task with no FDRS that acts as a
control. Their key result was that productivity increased by approximately 6–12% under the
FDRS treatment only when “there is no possibility to interfere with the colleagues’ work”
(Berger et al., 2013, p. 55). However, Berger et al. (2013) found that their key result was
“reversed when we study additional treatments in which employees can sabotage their
colleagues’ work. In this setting, the between-worker competition induced by a forced
distribution generates detrimental effects that outweigh potential productivity gains” (p. 55).
Professionalism
There is substantial evidence that systemic, formative practices that connect
evaluation with constructive feedback along with job-related opportunities for teacher
learning through targeted professional development, coaching, and professional collaboration
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do contribute to both improved teaching practice and student learning (Barth, 1990; DarlingHammond, 2013; McLaughlin & Pfeifer, 1985; Peterson, 2000; Popham, 1988, 2013;
Stiggins & Duke, 1988; Wise et al., 1983). For the purposes of this study, I use the term
professionalism thematically to encompass all forms of formative professional development
and learning for teachers, including “activities directed toward the improvement of the
teachers’ ongoing instruction. Formative teacher evaluation is focused on helping teachers
become as instructionally effective as they can possibly be” (Popham, 2013a, p. 17).
A review of the research on teacher professionalism found there are many influences
on teacher learning and professional development, including teacher characteristics such as
age, stage of career, stage of cognitive development, and adult learning (Glickman, 2013);
mindset (Dweck, 2006); working conditions, psychological well-being, and school culture
(Darling-Hammond, 2013; Hoy & Hoy, 2006; Wright & Cropanzano, 2004); and relational
trust, collaborative work, professional growth and teacher learning, leadership styles, and
fear (Barth, 1990; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Conley & Glasman, 2008; Darling-Hammond et
al., 1983; Jackson & Bruegmann 2009; Tschannen-Moran, 2004). School culture will be
discussed further in the section below on organizational elements.
Ages and Stages
Teachers’ age, stage of career, and stage of cognitive development can be
accommodated by flexible evaluation and professional growth systems, according to
Glickman (2013). Adults are not necessarily equally prepared for self-directed learning and
individuals are not equally ready for self-directed learning in all situations. By integrating the
various developmental stage theories, developmental characteristics range from low
(concrete thinking and operating, concerns of self-adequacy) to high (abstract thinking, post-
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formal operations, concerns of teaching impact), leaders can generalize teachers’ stage of
development in order to determine the appropriate level and style of supervision, support,
and the types of learning opportunities for teacher growth that help individuals to reach an
ever higher developmental stage (Glickman, 2013). Regardless of age or stage in career, the
teacher at a lower stage of cognitive development is concerned with survival, doing well,
being respected and accepted by others, and is less inclined to think flexibly or critically
(Glickman, 2013). The teacher who has attained the top stage of development is concerned
about the impact of their teaching on students’ learning, students’ needs, and the
development of the whole child; acts with autonomy; and has the capability for abstract,
critical thinking (Glickman, 2013).
Adult Learning
In his synthesis of the research on learning as it applies to teachers and adult learners,
Glickman (2013) concluded that learning experiences for teachers must allow for
differentiation based on age, stage of career, stage of cognitive development, and mindset.
He added that teachers need time to link new instructional learning with previous teaching
experiences in order to gradually integrate new, innovative practices into their existing set of
teaching practices. Successful professional activities empower teachers to be self-directed,
reflective practitioners capable of high-level collaborative activities (Glickman, 2013).
Mindset
Dweck’s (2006) research on individuals’ theories about the nature of intelligence, or
as she referred to it, mindset, found individuals have a general tendency toward either a fixed
mindset or a growth mindset. Individuals with a fixed mindset tended to believe that
intelligence is fixed rather than malleable, to easily give up when faced with difficulty, avoid
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challenging situations, view effort as pointless, disregard beneficial negative feedback, and
feel the success of others as a personal threat (Dweck, 2006). Individuals with a growth
mindset tended to believe intelligence is something that can be improved and developed, and
they tended to seek and welcome challenges, persist during difficulty, view effort as valuable
to growth, regard criticism as helpful and learn from it, and were inspired by others’
successes (Dweck, 2006). Individuals are not necessarily of only one mindset or the other;
Dweck found it is possible for an individual to have a fixed mindset about one facet or
another of their abilities and a growth mindset about other abilities. This is significant when
considering teachers’ beliefs and attitudes toward adult learning, professional development,
and evaluative feedback as well as for teachers’ views of their students’ abilities (Dweck,
2006). Dweck (2006) asserted that mindset is not itself fixed and can be changed with
awareness, instruction in how the brain works, reflection, and personal work at changing
ones’ assumptions about the nature of intelligence.
Working Conditions
Darling-Hammond (2013) also argued that overall organizational system working and
learning conditions matter substantially. Effective evaluation systems must address both the
development of skills and the conditions and contexts under which those skills are practiced.
She differentiated between “teacher quality” and “teaching quality” (p. 11, emphasis in
original): Teacher quality includes personal characteristics, collaborative and professional
disposition, instructional skills, and content knowledge; teaching quality includes teachers’
instructional skills, dispositions, and content knowledge, but also includes teaching context
factors such as teaching assignment, curriculum, teaching conditions, assessment procedures,
and other situational factors. For example, a highly effective teacher given inadequate
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materials, subpar facilities, or asked to teach using unsound methods or faulty curriculum
may be unable to deliver excellent instruction. The opposite is true as well; a less effective
teacher given sufficient materials, exemplary curriculum, and job-embedded support may be
able to maintain adequate instruction (Darling-Hammond, 2013).
Psychological Well-being
Wright and Cropanzano (2004) argue that happiness and positive emotions can be
beneficial for both the individual and those around them, including increased performance
and increased capacity for new experiences. Their overriding premise is “that it is both
reasonable and highly practical for both business executives and management scholars to
understand that happiness is a valuable tool for maximizing both personal betterment and
employee job performance” (Wright & Cropanzano, 2004, p. 338). Whereas organizational
behaviorists have typically defined happiness as job satisfaction, Wright and Cropanzano
(2004) define happiness more broadly as “positive emotional content” (p. 339), having a
“positive outlook on work and life” (p. 339), and a “healthy approach” (p. 339) to life in
general. As happiness applies to what Wright and Cropanzano (2004) call “employee
psychological well-being (PWB)” (p. 339), happiness has three attributes: the experience of
happiness is subjective, happiness “includes both the relative presence of positive emotion
and the relative absence of negative emotions” (p. 339), and happiness “is a global judgment.
It refers to one’s life as a whole” (p. 339).
PWB is generally consistent over time; however, it may be heavily influenced by a
variety of situational conditions, and typically responds to therapeutic treatment and
intervention (Wright & Cropanzano, 2004). An increasing body of empirical, quantitative
research detailed by Wright and Cropanzano (2004) support a significant relationship
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between happy workers and productivity on a variety of measures of both employee PWB
and job-related performance including superior decision-making, higher quality interpersonal
skills, and higher performance ratings overall in participants with high PWB. Employee
psychological well-being is compatible with relational trust, collaboration, and leadership
style as well as other dimensions of professionalism and other organizational elements.
Relational Trust
Bryk and Schneider (2002) and Tschannen-Moran (2004) identified trust as a vital
element, indeed a resource critical to the daily functioning of a school. Bryk and Schneider
(2002) argued that the existing arrangements for governing public schools are embedded with
constraints and deterrents that significantly hinder sought-after improvements. At the same
time, they concluded the current two approaches to education reform policy, directed toward
assessment, accountability, and professional development in an effort to increase student
achievement, each have merit but are incomplete. One reform perspective focused on
reforming the governance, structure, and conditions of work in schools, arguing that
incentives and mechanisms for control must be reframed to leverage the improvements and
innovations necessary to increase achievement for students who are disadvantaged. The other
argued for a transformation of teaching by improving the instructional skills and knowledge
of practicing teachers, better selection and preparation of teacher candidates, and support
increased development of teaching as a profession (Bryk & Schneider, 2002). Bryk and
Schneider (2002) assert that in addition to the structure, content, and pedagogical
arrangements of a school, teachers must engage in daily social encounters with colleagues,
parents, and students; they argue:
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The social relationships at work in school communities comprise a fundamental
feature of their operations. The nature of these social exchanges, and the local cultural
features that shape them, condition a school’s capacity to improve. Designing good
schools requires us to think about how best to organize the work of adults so that they
are more likely to fashion together a coherent environment for the development of
children. We have learned, based on our research on school reform in Chicago, that a
broad base of trust across a school community lubricates much of a school’s day-today functioning and is a critical resource as local leaders embark on ambition
improvement plans. (p. 5)
Thus, they conclude that school improvement efforts that do not take the critical and complex
nature of adult social relationships and relational trust into consideration are incomplete and
may not realize the desired improvements. It is necessary to further explore the elements of
relational trust.
Bryk and Schneider’s (2002) theory of relational trust is based on the interaction
between four powerful considerations: “respect, competence, personal regard for others, and
integrity” (p. 23), at three relational levels. The basic level is defined as intrapersonal,
involving complicated cognitive discernment of others’ intentions that occur at the
interpersonal level within a specific set of role relationships determined by the structure,
history, culture, and understandings of the local school community. At the level of the
organization, the trust relationships result in the following significant consequences:
•

more effective decision making;

•

enhanced social support for innovation;

•

more efficient social control of adults’ work; and
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•

an expanded moral authority to “go the extra mile” for the children. (Bryk &
Schneider, 2002, p. 22)

The research found trust is particularly critical for organizations during turbulence from
external forces, when success greatly depends on the sharing of information, and where the
nature of work requires effective autonomous decision-making (Bryk & Schneider, 2002).
Collaboration
Historically, teaching in the U.S. has been a solitary endeavor. Jackson and
Bruegmann (2009) found that over time, the most robust predictor of increased student
learning was the collegial learning that occurred when teachers met in small groups, with the
largest impact on teachers with the least experience. Adult learning research provided
evidence that learning activities that provide social influence through collaboration will
colleagues helped teachers to grow and learn (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Glickman, 2013).
Darling-Hammond (2013) stated that when schools are persistent in strategically creating
positive, productive relationships across and within department, grade levels, and schools,
the benefits that result include improved instruction, increased instructional consistency,
greater collective knowledge and sense of responsibility, interest in sharing instructional
practices, effective solutions to problems encountered in practice, and ultimately, increased
student achievement. Like Darling-Hammond, McKay (1998) also found that collaboration
between school administration, teachers, and the teacher union were essential for successful
implementation of a new voluntary evaluation system; McKay found teacher participation in
development of new evaluation systems to be critical to its successful implementation.
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Professional Growth and Teacher Learning
The literature on the kinds of teacher learning and professional development
experiences that, in turn, contribute to student achievement, indicated there are a number of
elements to be considered. High quality professional development must be continuously
sustained over significant periods of time; intensively target teaching and learning of content
specifically connected to curriculum; address authentic teaching practice problems; involve
collaborative and reflective work that provides opportunities to analyze teaching as well as
student learning; integrate planning of curriculum, assessment, and instruction at the
classroom and school levels; and be supported through job-embedded processes such as
coaching, mentoring, observation, and feedback. In the United States, teachers participate in
professional development activities that are generally disconnected from content and practice
and are short in duration; U.S. teachers rarely experience the type of high quality professional
development described above (Darling-Hammond, 2013; Glickman, 2013).
Leadership Style
School leaders who are successful in promoting collaborative adult learning must
establish and articulate a clear, strong vision and encourage and provide opportunities for a
variety of different types of internal and external collegial teams and partnerships. This
requires that a leader is flexible, patient, and persistent; is able to promote teacher leadership;
provides mentoring; engages in collegial learning, inquiry and reflection; is able to subsume
and diffuse anxiety; is trustworthy; and is able to provide emotional support and stability
(Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Glickman, 2013; McKay, 1998; Schein,
2010; Tschannen-Moran, 2004).
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Fear
Conley and Glasman (2008) examined fear within school organizations, in particular
teachers’ fear of summative evaluation. They identified factors that contribute to teachers’
fear include isolation inherent in the work environment, the external political climate focused
on accountability as well as fundamental conflicts within the evaluation process. The
fundamental conflicts in the evaluation process arise as policymakers and administrators
strive for standardization of the process, leading to evaluation of teachers on facets of
teaching over which teachers have little or no control (Conley & Glasman, 2008). They note
teachers are less resistant to evaluation when they feel they have some control over the
elements being evaluated.
While much is known about desirable conditions necessary for successful teacher
evaluation systems, successful policy implementation, the cognitive challenges of policy
implementation, and the fear associated with evaluation, little is known how the
implementation affects teachers’ life worlds or the meanings and essences they attribute to
the phenomenon of legislated evaluation.
Educational Policy Implementation
A brief review of the literature on policy implementation was useful to this study. The
implementation of policy is particularly difficult, and it cannot be assumed that policy will be
implemented as written or intended (Fowler, 2004; Halverson & Clifford, 2006; Honig,
2006; Spillane et al., 2002). General policy implementation considerations raised by Fowler
(2004) included motives for adoption, appropriateness of the policy for the local context,
controversial nature of a policy, adequate support, planning, monitoring, time, personnel, and
funding.

38

Much of the research on policy implementation focused on the individual as the unit
of measure. Spillane et al. (2002) explored the process of implementation of educational
policy through a three-stage cognitive lens in an effort to identify how the individual
implementing agents’ cognition functions to interpret and make sense of the policy being
implemented. They concluded that many of the policies required change at all three stages;
policies that required changes that involve complex, fundamental cognitive changes are the
most difficult for implementing agents to make sense of because the change required a nearly
complete restructuring of the individuals’ existing schema (Spillane et al. 2002). Halverson
and Clifford (2006) used distributed cognition analysis to examine the role of an individuals’
discretion along with organizational practice played in implementation of a new teacher
evaluation policy. They found that teacher evaluators rely heavily on their own discretion to
resolve conflicting features of the policy.
Organizational Elements
Organizational Culture
Schein (2010) argued that culture is foundational to the rules and “social order” (p. 3)
we all observe, experience, and follow in our daily lives. Culture is closely associated with
leadership in organizations. What is called culture in organizational systems generally results
from the behavior and norms imposed on a particular social group by a leader or founder
(Schein, 2010). Culture is a powerful force that is created through social interaction,
situational meaning making, and learning that is accumulated over time. Culture functions to
provide cognitive stability, and its elements are passed on when new members enter a group.
Once a culture exists, it determines the “criteria for leadership and thus determine who will
or will not be a leader” (Schein, 2010, p. 22). He concluded, “The bottom line for leaders is
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that if they do not become conscious of the cultures in which they are embedded, those
cultures will manage them: (p. 22).
Schein (2010) stated that culture can be understood and analyzed at three different
degrees of abstraction:
1. artifacts which are visible, tangible processes and structures;
2. espoused beliefs and values, which include goals, aspirations, ideals,
ideologies, and rationalizations that may be contradictory or congruent with
artifacts or behavior; and
3. basic, underlying assumptions, which are tacit, beliefs and values that are
unconscious and taken for granted, that determine thought, feeling,
perceptions, and, ultimately, behavior.
The concept of organizational culture should not be confused with the “concept of climate,”
nor should the culture that exists be confused with the culture that ought to exist (Schein,
2010, p. 13). Culture then is a larger abstraction, with climate operating as an observable
component of culture, although some disagree (Van Houtte, 2007).
Organizational Response to Threat
The current political emphasis on school reform through accountability has the
potential to create threats for school districts that may intensify fear and conflict already
present in teacher evaluation (Conley & Glasman, 2008). When a threat to an organization is
perceived, real or imagined, maladaptive responses such as rigidity, a return to centralized
bureaucracy, a reduction in information flow, increased attention to efficiency, and an
emphasis on formal procedures at the individual, group, and organizational levels. These
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responses have a tendency to erode relationships, promote fear, and increase distrust (Conley
& Glasman, 2008).
Summary
In this chapter, I presented a literature review that provides a contextual foundation
and key themes within teacher performance evaluation, including features of effective and
ineffective teacher evaluation systems; issues surrounding accountability, including
individual teachers as the unit of analysis and ranking of teachers; professionalism;
educational policy implementation; and organizational elements.
In Chapter 3, I provide a detailed description of the research design, methods, and
procedures as well as measures taken to ensure the integrity and trustworthiness of this
research. Subsequently, five individual participant case study profiles are presented in
Chapter 4, a cross-case analysis is presented in Chapter 5, and in Chapter 6, to conclude the
dissertation, I revisit the research questions and present a collective description of
participants’ lived experience, a synthesis of the meanings and essences of the experience,
conclusions, implications, recommendations for further study, and a closure that creatively
communicates the essence of the study.
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Chapter 3: Research Design, Methods, & Procedures
Selection of the Method
The changing nature of teacher evaluation from essentially an accountability tool that
was voluntarily agreed upon, most often through the collective bargaining process in
individual school districts, to a mandatory process legislated at the state level is directly
experienced by every teacher in Michigan. As I considered research designs, methods, and
procedures for this study, I turned to the body of literature on both teacher evaluation and
educational policy implementation research for insight.
Research on teacher evaluation systems has historically concentrated on the
evaluation process as an accountability tool that was, on the whole, voluntarily agreed upon
through the collective bargaining process in individual school districts; the research has
relied on qualitative case study approach, usually including perception surveys and some
type of participant response, either through face-to-face interview or written comments.
Perception surveys and interviews primarily focused on teachers’ perceptions and attributes
of the evaluation process as well as perceptions of the attributes of both the evaluators and
teachers. Analysis of teacher evaluation research generally looked at “attribute-outcome
relationships” (Stiggins & Duke, 1988, p. 109) for evaluation events. While previous teacher
evaluation research illuminated the perceived key elements, attributes, and pitfalls of various
teacher evaluation systems, I was unable to locate any research that examined teacher
evaluation using a phenomenological approach that comprehensively described the lived
experiences of mandated teacher evaluation or the meanings ascribed to evaluation by those
who have experienced being evaluated under that condition.
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Research in the area of educational policy implementation has primarily been rooted
in quantitative methods meant to evaluate successful implementation and compliance with
federal programs. Although policy implementation research has generally used the individual
implementing agent, or policy actor, as the unit of analysis, the quantitative methods used
have effectively identified that a particular policy or program has been implemented or if the
implementation was a success or failure. Both quantitative and qualitative methods have
failed to give insight into how the implementation of performance evaluation policy is
experienced in the lives of those most directly affected, the meanings they attribute to that
policy, or the essence of the experience of being evaluated. Contemporary education policy
researchers acknowledge that factors such as beliefs, values, sense making, and the meanings
attached to a given policy affect implementation; for this reason, they are calling for the
inclusion of qualitative research methods (Donmoyer, 2012; Honig, 2006; McLaughlin,
2006). Indeed, at the present time, virtually no research exists that attempts to understand the
lived experiences of teachers, the meanings they make of evaluation, or how these factors
might impact the implementation of teacher evaluation policies.
Methods of Preparation
Study Design
For the purposes of this qualitative dissertation, I drew from the philosophical
principles and methods of both phenomenology and case study to inform the design of this
study. In order to provide a clear understanding of the methodology selected for this study, in
this chapter, I present an overview of transcendental phenomenology and collective case
study; provide an explanation of the phenomenological methods and procedures used in
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preparation, data collection, and analysis; discuss measures taken to ensure the integrity and
trustworthiness of this research; and provide delimitations and limitations of the study.
Transcendental Phenomenology
In my attempt to understand the lived experiences of elementary teachers in
traditional public schools in West Michigan as their performance was evaluated under the
mandatory teacher evaluation policy, it became clear to me that transcendental
phenomenological research methods are uniquely appropriate (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas,
1994). A phenomenological study seeks to both describe “the common meaning for several
individuals of their lived experiences of a concept or a phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 76)
and search for “essences of experience rather than measurements and explanations”
(Moustakas, 1994, p. 21). My interest in understanding the lived experiences and the
common meanings elementary teachers ascribe to legislated performance evaluation required
a “group of individuals who have all experienced the phenomenon” (Creswell, 2013, p. 78).
Creswell (2013) suggests identifying a diverse group of individuals for a phenomenological
study. Seidman (2013) asserts that “in-depth, phenomenologically based interviewing” (p.
14) is a method of data collection that is informed by and compatible with the philosophical
principles and assumptions of phenomenology and “is a powerful way to gain insight into
educational and other important social issues through understanding the experience of the
individuals whose lives reflect those issues” (p. 13). Therefore, in-depth, phenomenological
interviews were conducted with myself “as the primary instrument of data collection and
analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 39).
Conceptual underpinnings. Common to all types of qualitative research is a holistic
approach that seeks to understand “how people interpret their experiences, how they
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construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009,
p. 5). This study was grounded Moustakas’ (1994) adaptation of Husserl’s (1859–1938)
concept of transcendental phenomenology. He describes Husserl’s approach as
phenomenological, “because it utilizes only the data available to consciousness—the
appearance of objects” (p. 45, emphasis in original), and transcendental, “because it adheres
to what can be discovered through reflection on subjective acts and their objective correlates”
(p. 45). Concepts and processes unique to transcendental phenomenology include the nature
of reality, intentionality and intuition, Epoché, transcendental-phenomenological reduction,
imaginative variation, and synthesis.
Nature of Reality. The common key epistemological assumption is that individuals
construct reality through social interactions; therefore, there are many interpretations or
realities of a given event, rather than an observable, single reality (Creswell, 2013; Merriam,
2009; Moustakas, 1994; Seidman, 2013). Phenomenology as an approach to human science
research has developed over the past century by various philosophers, most notably, the
transcendental phenomenology of Edmund Husserl (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).
Patton (2002) described Husserl’s primary philosophical premise this way: “His most basic
philosophical assumption was that we can only know what we experience by attending to
perceptions and meanings” (as cited in Merriam, 2009, p. 9, emphasis in original). Hence, the
phenomenon is what emerges in the consciousness through an interweaving of both
“subjective and objective knowledge” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 27).
Intentionality and intuition. Also, foundational to transcendental phenomenology, as
adapted by Moustakas (1994), are the concepts of “intentionality” (p. 28) and “intuition” (p.
32), which both are essential components of transcendental phenomenological methodology
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as the researcher seeks to illuminate the essence at the heart of the lived experience.
Moustakas (1994) describes intentionality as consciousness, that is, intentionality requires
that one be present to the self as well as to the world by being consciously aware of “the
internal experience of being conscious of something; thus, the act of consciousness and the
object of consciousness are intentionally related” (p. 28). Intentionality involves an
understanding of both the act of perception of an object (either real or imagined), awareness
of feelings that accompany that act of perception, and the conscious exploration of the beliefs
or meanings connected to that perception. As one practices the process of intentionality,
intuition becomes possible. Moustakas (1994) describes the relationship of the self and
intuition in this way:
The self for Descartes and for Husserl is an intuitive-thinking being, a being who
doubts, understands, affirms, denies, wishes for or against, senses, imagines. All
things become clear and evident through an intuitive-reflective process, through a
transformation of what is seen; first intuitively in the common appearance, in the
manner in which something is presented and then in the fullness and clarity of an
intuitive-reflective process. (p. 33)
Therefore, for purposes of transcendental phenomenology, intuition is considered as the
starting point from which “knowledge of human experience, free of everyday sense
impressions and the natural attitude” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 32). Both intentionality and
intuition are necessary in order to accomplish the phenomenological method of selfreflection essential in order to systematically analyze, synthesize, and “arrive at essential
descriptions of experience” (p. 47) as well as for achieving phenomenological Epoch, or
bracketing.
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Epoché. The first step at the beginning of a phenomenological study is the process of
Epoché, or bracketing, whereby the researcher attempts to address the “crucial value of
returning to the self to discover the nature and meaning of things as they appear and in their
essence” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 26). Husserl developed the “concept of Epoch” (p. 26).
Moustakas (1994) describes Epoché as the act of setting aside “prejudgments, biases, and
preconceived ideas about things … the world is placed out of action, while remain
bracketed” (p. 85), allowing events, people, and things to enter the consciousness in a new
way, to be able to see and look at them as if new. Moustakas (1994) states:
Thus the Epoché gives us an original vantage point, a clearing of mind, space, and
time, a holding in abeyance of whatever colors the experience or directs us, anything
whatever that has been put into our minds by science or society, or government, or
other people, especially one’s parents, teachers, and authorities, but also one’s friends
and enemies. (p. 86)
The process of Epoché is challenging because it requires that one become “transparent to
ourselves, to allow whatever is before us in consciousness to disclose itself so that we may
see with new eyes in a naïve and completely open manner” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 86). A
summary of my Epoché process is presented in the final section of this chapter.
Transcendental-phenomenological reduction. Phenomenological reduction begins
with “bracketing” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 97) through the practice of Epoché. Through the
process of transcendental-phenomenological reduction, the experience of each participant is
considered alone for its intrinsic uniqueness. A complete, thick, rich description of “its
essential constituents, variations of perceptions, thoughts feelings, sounds, colors, and
shapes” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 34) is given of the phenomenon, resulting in a “textural
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description of the meanings and essences of the phenomenon” (p. 34). As “the primary
instrument of data collection and analysis” (Merriam, 2009, p. 39), it requires that the
researcher become open to the phenomenon with consciousness and intention, to look,
notice, and reflect again and again from a variety of perspectives, until expectations,
perceptions, and illusions are corrected as new dimensions of the phenomenon appear,
leaving the researcher satisfied that the data has been reduced to its textural themes and
essence. This occurs through the process of “horizonalization” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 95)
whereby each statement of the interview transcript is at first regarded as “having equal value”
(p. 97). Subsequently, statements are deleted that do not relate to the topic or question, are
repetitious, or are overlapping, resulting in only the “Horizons” (p. 97), which are “the
textural meanings and invariant constituents of the phenomenon” (p. 97). The horizons are
then clustered into themes and organized into a “Coherent Textural Description of the
Phenomenon” (p. 97).
Imaginative variation. After phenomenological reduction is complete, the process of
“Imaginative Variation” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 97) seeks “possible meanings through the
utilization of imagination, varying the frames of reference, employing polarities and
reversals, and approaching the phenomenon from divergent perspectives, different positions,
roles, or functions” (p. 97). Whereas phenomenological reduction results in a textural
description, through imaginative variation, “structural descriptions of an experience, the
underlying and precipitating factors that account for what is being experienced” (Moustakas,
1994, p. 98) by focusing on meanings and essences of the experience.
Synthesis. The final process in a phenomenological study is the integration of the
basic textural and structural descriptions of each of the participant’s experiences into a
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synthesis statement that describes the meanings and “essences of the experience of the
phenomenon as a whole” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 100), the universal or theme common to the
stories of those who have lived the experience. According to Moustakas (1994),
The essences of any experience are never totally exhausted. The fundamental
textural-structural synthesis represents the essences at a particular time and place
from the vantage point of an individual researcher following an exhaustive
imaginative and reflective study of the phenomenon. (p. 100)
Collective Case Study
Each of the participants’ experiences and stories illustrated a contemporary event
with multiple embedded variables, over which the researcher had no control. When these
conditions exist, Yin (2009) states, “case study is preferred” (p. 12). Each of the individual
participants in this study was an intrinsically interesting case; likewise, each case played an
instrumental, supportive role in understanding common meanings as well as the essence of
the experience (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995). Therefore, my research used a collective case
study design, replicated data collection and analysis procedures for each case, and was
bounded by case and time (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Stake, 1995, Yin, 2009).
Participant Selection
Once I had established “in-depth, phenomenologically based interviewing” (Seidman,
2013, p. 14) as the method of data collection, I found it necessary to determine specific
terminology I would use to refer to the individual being interviewed. I also identified criteria
for participation, considered how many individuals would be interviewed, and determined
the number of cases for this research.
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Terminology. For the purposes of this study, I used the term participant to refer to
the individual teachers that I interviewed, as described by Seidman (2013):
In searching for the term we wanted to use, my colleagues and I focused on the fact
that in-depth interviewing encourages people to reconstruct their experience actively
within the context of their lives. To reflect that active stance we chose the word
participants to refer to the people we interview. That word seems to capture both the
sense of active involvement that occurs in an in-depth interview and the sense of
equity that we try to build in our interviewing relationships. (p. 13, emphasis in
original)
By using participant to indicate the individual teachers that were interviewed, I sought to
communicate the “inclusion and willing cooperation” (Merriam, 2009, p. 162) that is
essential for this type of study.
Criteria and selection. Moustakas (1994) states, “there are no in-advance criteria for
locating and selecting the research participants” (p. 107); he continues on to describe general
demographic characteristics such as gender, age, race, political, religious and cultural factors
that may be considered for participant location and selection. After considering the plethora
of possible criteria and wide range of combinations that could result, I determined that (a)
having a shared experience of the phenomenon and (b) the willingness to be a research
participant were the essential criteria for this type of study (Moustakas, 1994; Seidman,
2013).
Since all teachers in traditional public elementary schools in Michigan are required to
be evaluated annually under the legislation of 2011, unless they are working under an
employment contract that was in effect when the legislation became law and has not yet
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expired, the potential pool of participants with a shared experience of the phenomenon was
extremely large. In addition, the range of possible types of elementary teachers, grade
level(s) taught, subject(s) taught, gender, age, ethnicity, sites, site leadership, type of
evaluation system, and combinations thereof are numerous, it was not possible to represent
all of the possible characteristics or to define a “typical case” (Stake, 1995, p. 4), nor was it
possible to achieve maximum variation sampling; furthermore, it was not possible to
determine in advance which cases might be most interesting or provide the best “opportunity
to learn” (p. 6).
As a result, research participants, delimited to teachers who are general education
classroom teachers in grades kindergarten through fifth grade, were purposefully selected
through personal contact as well as through “snowball, chain, or network sampling”
(Merriam, 2009, p. 79) from traditional public elementary schools in West Michigan. West
Michigan was defined as within the geographic boundaries of the following intermediate
school districts (ISD): Kent ISD, Manistee ISD, Mecosta-Osceola ISD, Muskegon Area ISD,
Newaygo County RESA, Ottawa Area ISD, Traverse Bay ISD, West Shore Educational
Service District, and Wexford-Missaukee ISD (Michigan Department of Transportation,
Management & Budget, 2013). I used ISD boundaries to define a physical area; however,
this does not imply inclusion of participants from each ISD.
Number of participants. I conducted brief initial contact visits with nine potential
participants and identified seven participants for formal in-depth phenomenological
interviews that I thought would contribute to a rich description and understanding of general
education classroom teachers’ lived experience of the phenomenon. One participant
withdrew from the study after scheduling Interview One but prior to the interview. To
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maintain seven participants for formal in-depth interviews, I sought out an additional
participant. Because the first six all had experienced teacher evaluation both before and after
the mandate, I decided that it would be interesting and informative to interview someone who
had only experienced mandated teacher evaluation under the new legislation. Through
networking, I sought and located a willing participant who had just finished her first year of
classroom teaching and the mandated evaluation process.
From the seven participants that were interviewed using formal in-depth interviews,
five were selected for in-depth case study profiles and cross-case analysis. Selecting
participants for in-depth case study was a challenge. All seven participants presented
compelling and interesting experiences that contributed immensely to this study and to the
understanding of teachers’ lived experiences of legislated teacher evaluation. Because I had
determined this collective case study would consist of no more than five cases (Creswell,
2013), I selected the five cases that I felt best represented a range of experiences and
contributed to a rich description and understanding of general education classroom teachers’
lived experiences and thus might resonate with a variety of education professionals and
policy makers throughout Michigan and beyond.
The process of conducting initial contact visits allowed me to become acquainted
with each potential participant, identify the interesting characteristics or experiences related
to evaluation, determine if a productive interview relationship was likely to develop,
ascertain the prospective participant’s ability to communicate their experience during
interviews, and begin the informed consent process (Seidman, 2013). Information gathered
during the initial contact visit was recorded on an Initial Contact Visit form (Appendix A)
and was used to inform the selection of seven participants for formal, semi-structured in-
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depth, phenomenological interviews (Seidman, 2013). Each participant was asked to sign an
informed consent agreement (Appendix B) prior to beginning any formal in-depth interviews.
This process is consistent with the guidelines for phenomenological and case study
(Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994; Seidman, 2013; Stake, 1995).
Saturation of information, as described by Seidman (2013), is “a point in a study at
which the interviewer begins to hear the same information reported … no longer learning
anything new” (p. 58). I monitored for saturation; it was evident after interviewing the first
five participants I was nearing saturation and after I interviewed the seventh participant, I
was certain I had reached saturation when I recognized I was not learning anything new.
Participant Characteristics
The five participants for this study have experienced at least one year of performance
evaluation mandated by the legislation of 2011. Pseudonyms were used (see Table 1) to
protect participants’ identities and maintain confidentiality. Each participant was employed
as a general education classroom teacher by a different traditional public school district
within West Michigan, which was defined as being within the geographic boundaries of the
following intermediate school districts (ISD): Kent ISD, Manistee ISD, Mecosta-Osceola
ISD, Muskegon Area ISD, Newaygo County RESA, Ottawa Area ISD, Traverse Bay ISD,
West Shore Educational Service District, and Wexford-Missaukee ISD (Michigan
Department of Transportation, Management & Budget, 2013).
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Table 1
Participant Characteristics
Pseudonym Gender
Degree

Grade Age

Teaching
Years in
Experience
Current Position
Ava
Female
M
K
53
22
22
Grace
Female
B
K
59
30
6
Michael
Male
M
1-5
49
21
14
Emma
Female
M
2
32
8
1
Betsie
Female
B
3
23
1
1
Note. K = kindergarten. M = master’s degree. B = bachelor’s degree. Age and Teaching
Experience are expressed in years.
Ethical Considerations
Ethical considerations I attended to for this study included: developing an “equitable
interviewing relationship” (Seidman, 2013, p. 45), informed consent, confidentiality, and
formal gatekeepers (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Moustakas, 1994; Seidman, 2013).
Equitable relationship. To ensure an equitable relationship with my research
participants, I did not select as a participant any teacher I currently or have previously
worked with in any capacity, a teacher that is a friend or an acquaintance outside of the initial
contact, or a teacher that is a former student at the elementary or university level (Seidman,
2013).
Seidman (2013) describes the benefits of an initial contact visit as including “building
mutual respect and explaining the nature of the interview study” (p. 51), determining
participants’ interest and willingness, and an opportunity to verbally present all of the aspects
of the informed consent process. Therefore, to establish a good foundation for an “interview
relationship” (Seidman, 2013, p. 50), the initial contacts with potential participants were
made through personal contact, a personal phone call, or personal email (Appendix E for
example). Contact via phone or email consisted of how I got their name and a request for
arrangement of an in-person “initial contact visit” (Seidman, 2013, p. 50) prior to the formal
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interview. During the in-person initial contact visit a form was used to record additional
participant and contact information (Appendix A).
Informed consent. The process of informed consent began with a verbal explanation
of the interview procedure and all of the features of the consent form (Seidman, 2013). At the
first formal interview, I presented the informed consent agreement form (Appendix B) to
each participant before beginning the interview, confirmed the participant’s understanding of
the facets of the study, confirmed their willingness to be a participant, and requested a
signature (Seidman, 2013). The informed consent agreement used the risk adaptations for indepth interviews as described by Seidman (2013, p. 63), as well as the requirements of
Eastern Michigan University’s Human Subjects Review Committee (UHSRC; see Appendix
F).
Confidentiality. Guenther (2009) argues that while the most common practice in
qualitative social science research is to protect the identities of participants and organizations
through the use of pseudonyms, conscious consideration should be given to the “overlapping
ethical, political, methodological, and personal dilemmas” (p. 412) researchers face as they
confront the ethics of confidentiality and naming not only in data collection, but also in data
presentation. I took into consideration issues of power, suppression of marginalized voices,
possible repercussions of identification, and levels of candor in final reporting in taking care
to protect my participants from harm by altering characteristics of and using pseudonyms for
participants, third parties, and organizations; leaving out identifying details; and editing
verbatim quotes when necessary to preserve participant dignity (American Psychological
Association [APA], 2013; Creswell, 2013; Guenther, 2009; Merriam, 2009; Moustakas,
1994; Seidman, 2013).
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I decided to present participants’ case study profiles in first-person tense; therefore, to
preserve participant dignity when presenting their oral speech in written form; I made
grammatical corrections and eliminated repetitions, hesitations, false starts, and other
idiosyncrasies of speech (APA, 2013) in verbatim quotes. I edited out the following words
that are frequently used in oral language but don't sound quite right in written text, such as
“so,” “but,” “and,” “well,” and words that might also be used to identify a participant’s
unique habit of speech. In addition, I used ellipses to indicate omitted material, placed my
own words of clarification or explanation within brackets, and enclosed in parentheses
participants' expressions of emotion, physical gestures, and significant pauses or stammers;
shorter pauses were indicated with a dash between words—like this.
Participant and other identities. Seidman (1994) maintains, “the standard assumption
in in-depth interviewing research is that participants will remain unidentified” (p. 69).
Keeping in mind the deeply personal nature of in-depth interviewing methods and the highly
micro- and macro- political nature of the phenomenon, confidentiality was maintained
throughout data collection and final data presentation by using pseudonyms at the individual,
school, and district levels. Guenther (2009) cautions, “naming is an act of power” (p. 412);
therefore, participants were invited to select a personal pseudonym as well as pseudonyms
for any individuals they mentioned during the interview, their school, and their district.
By using a study design that combined in-depth phenomenological interviewing and
collective case study, I was able to address the potential suppression of marginalized voices.
According to Seidman (2013), “at the heart of interviewing research is an interest in other
individuals’ stories because they are of worth” (p. 9). Thus, when considering the tension
between my participants’ right to privacy and their right to have their stories heard,
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phenomenological interviewing and collective case study methods ensured participants’
stories were told individually and collectively “through careful, comprehensive descriptions,
vivid and accurate renderings of the experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 105) despite the use of
pseudonyms.
Organization identity. The purpose of the study is to understand the lived experiences
of elementary teachers as they experience the phenomenon of legislated teacher performance
evaluation and does not attempt to examine those experiences as they relate to any particular
school. Because participant’s statements, positive or negative, could have repercussions for
the organizational interests of schools, I believed it necessary to afford the same level of
confidentiality to the school organizations in which participants are employed. Demographic
data, descriptive data regarding the location and size of a school would make it relatively
easy for a participant to be identified and were purposefully excluded. Moreover, I have
purposefully defined the geographic area “West Michigan,” using ISD boundaries in order to
include a variety of schools as well as to assure there are multiple schools of each variety.
The use of ISD names was solely for geographic boundary identification and does not imply
inclusion of participants from any particular ISD; schools were not identified by ISD
affiliation.
I separated participants from the schools in which they work when necessary to
protect participant identity and school interests (Guenther, 2009). Furthermore, the “UrbanCentric Locale Codes,” as defined by the School District Demographics System (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2006), were not be used because these codes are easily
identifiable on an interactive map and lead to specific schools. Instead, I used general
descriptive language to describe a school, rather than the district it is located within.
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Formal gatekeepers. The purpose of this research is to understand the lived
experiences of teachers in a region of Michigan and did not attempt to research those
experiences as they relate to any particular school. I determined that seeking principal
permission would significantly compromise participant confidentiality in two ways: (a)
seeking principal permission would automatically reveal the identity and location of the
schools in which participants work, and (b) principals would be privy to the knowledge that a
teacher from their school was a participant, which could further compromise participant
identity; therefore, to add a layer of identity protection, I did not seek permission from any
participants’ principal. This is consistent with Seidman (2013), research “in many schools
scattered through a region … not studying the workings of any particular site ... the
researcher might go directly to them without asking for permission from their principals” (p.
48).
Methods of Collecting Data
Data Collection
In order to describe the essences of a lived experience, I used phenomenological
interviews as my primary method of data collection (Merriam, 2009). Moustakas (1994) and
Seidman (2013) also identify the phenomenological interview as the method of data
collection typically used when the purpose of the study is to describe a human experience
and the meanings made of that experience as it appears in consciousness.
Interviews. Data were collected by conducting semi-structured in-depth
phenomenological interviews (Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2013). Semi-structured interviews
allowed me to prepare a selection of common interview questions to be asked of all
participants yet allowed me to be flexible to respond with follow-up questions that could not
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have been anticipated (Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2013). The interview process was informed
by Seidman’s (2013) three-interview format, which combines “life-history interviewing (see
Berteaux, 1981) and focused, in-depth interviewing informed by assumptions drawn from
phenomenology” (p. 14).
Although Seidman (2013) argues that it is important to “adhere to the three-interview
structure. … there is a logic to the interviews, and to lose control of their direction is to lose
the power of that logic and the benefit from it” (p. 23), the experience of mandated teacher
evaluation was so distressing to the participants, that it was difficult to maintain the structure.
However, I believe I was able to balance listening to honor their distress with redirecting
back to the focus of each of the interviews to sufficiently collect the data. In one case, due to
time constraints on behalf of the participant and because the participant’s interview provided
extremely rich data, only one extended interview was conducted; however, the threeinterview structure themes were maintained.
An “interview guide” (Lofland et al., 2006) for each of the three in-depth interviews
was developed and used to support and guide data collection (Appendix C). All interviews
were conducted between April and August 2013, were recorded digitally to enhance
accuracy, and were transcribed verbatim by a professional transcriptionist. I verified the
accuracy of each transcription by reading each transcript while listening to the interview, and
I made any corrections that were needed. Seven participants engaged in at least the first
interview of three possible in-depth phenomenological interviews, lasting approximately 90
minutes each; no follow-up interviews were necessary to reach saturation (Creswell, 2013;
Merriam, 2009; Seidman, 2013).
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At the beginning of the first in-depth interview, I began by asking several questions
about demographic information including: length of time teaching, position currently held,
and length of time in the position currently held. I also asked each participant to consider an
appropriate and acceptable pseudonym for themselves, any individuals mentioned during the
interviews, their school, and for their district. I then proceeded with the formal interview,
which used open-ended, “grand tour” and “experience” questions (Spradley, 1979, p. 86;
Seidman, 2013). Participants were asked to describe how they came to be in their current
teaching position and to describe their past experiences with performance evaluation in any
setting or situation, as far back as possible and up to the evaluation legislation.
The second in-depth interview asked participants to reconstruct concrete details their
experience of having their teaching performance evaluated since the enactment of legislated
teacher evaluation by using “mini-tour” and “experience” questions (Lofland et al., 2006, p.
88), and the third in-depth interview asked reflective questions that address the emotional and
sensory aspects of the phenomenon that include feeling, thinking, judging, imagining, and
other meanings present in the participant’s consciousness related to teacher evaluation
legislation (Moustakas, 1994). Follow-up questions such as “what was it like?” “how
did/does it feel?” or “what comes to mind?” were asked when needed throughout (Appendix
C for interview guides).
Data storage. Transcripts were stored separately from the signed consent form,
which included the participant’s name and any other identifying information. At no time
were participants’ real names, the real names of individuals mentioned by the participant in
the course of the interviews, or the real name of a school associated with or matched to the
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transcripts of the interviews used; nor will they be in any future written report, presentation,
or other publication.
The interview audio files themselves will be destroyed following completion of this
study. All related materials, including a digital back-up file were kept in a locked file cabinet
located in my home office, and all digital data was stored on a password-protected computer,
with documents containing participants’ identities in password-protected files.
Other data. In order to provide thick, rich description, field notes describing the
interview setting, nonverbal and verbal behaviors and actions, and other observations were
recorded during each interview (Lofland et al., 2006). Immediately after each interview,
descriptive field notes as well as reflective notes documenting my reflexive response to the
interview were recorded and coded to correspond to the interview transcript. When
interviews took place in the teacher’s classroom, photographic data was used as supplemental
data to provide context and a visual description the participant’s daily work environment
(Lofland et al., 2006). Some participants were very eager to show me both the results of their
evaluations and the student data used to determine their final evaluation ranking; in those
cases, I collected photographic data and it was saved to the corresponding participant’s file.
Validity and Reliability
In order to ensure validity and reliability, the qualitative researcher must conduct the
study “in an ethical manner” (Merriam, 2009, p. 209). Validity and reliability concerns can
be addressed beginning with “a study’s conceptualization and the way in which the data are
collected, analyzed, and interpreted, and the way in which the findings are presented” (p.
210). The purpose of this phenomenological collective case study is to understand the lived
experience of elementary teachers, the meanings they ascribe to, and the essence of the
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experience as their performance is evaluated with respect to Michigan’s mandatory teacher
evaluation policy. Understanding the lived experience of individuals and uncovering the
meanings and essences of the experience relies on a description of reality through the lifeworld of participants’ consciousness and their perception (real or imagined) of the
experience, along with reflective process and intuition of the researcher (Moustakas, 1994);
therefore, the concepts of validity and reliability for this study were considered from a
philosophical perspective that matches the phenomenological paradigm. To address concerns
of validity and reliability, I have substituted “credibility” for internal validity,
“transferability” for external validity, “dependability” for reliability, and “confirmability” for
objectivity (Creswell, 2013, p. 246; Lincoln & Guba, 1985, p. 43; Merriam, 2009, p. 211).
Credibility and transferability. Credibility and transferability address concerns
regarding how well the findings are congruent with reality. Because reality is relative to the
context, in order to increase credibility and transferability, this study used the following
strategies: documented member checking; documented reflexivity; rich, thick description;
and triangulation of information across cases (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009).
Member checking. After initial analysis of the transcript data, I provided each
participant with a copy the written description in the form of a case record and asked for
input as to its accuracy. Prior to final submission of my written dissertation I sought
participant input to ensure accuracy and confidentiality of their contributions to this research.
Adjustments were made as needed.
Reflexivity. I engaged in reflexivity by keeping reflective, decision-making, and other
research notes in the form of a research journal that was recorded using NVivo for Mac
Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) and Microsoft Word. I
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practiced the phenomenological process of “Epoché,” as described by Moustakas (1994, p.
84). Through the Epoché, I endeavored to identify and set aside my “prejudgments, biases,
and preconceived ideas about things … basis for truth and reality” (p. 85), and continued to
revisit and expand the Epoché document before and after each interview and before, during,
and after analysis work, and I recorded reflective notes in my research journal.
Triangulation and rich, thick description. Utilizing a modification of the StevickColaizzi-Keen method of analysis, as described by Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2013),
allowed me to construct an in-depth case record for each of the participants that provided a
rich, thick textural and structural description of the lived experience that included excerpts of
verbatim text from the interview transcript. In addition, the lived experience of each
participant was described in detail and is presented as a detailed case study profile in Chapter
4. Once the analysis of each case was completed, the information was triangulated by
conducting a cross-case analysis (see Chapter 5). A composite description of the experience,
along with the meanings and essences that represent the experience of the group as a whole
was developed and is presented in Chapter 6 (see “Return to the Research” section). These
strategies together enhance the likelihood that readers of this research will be able to discern
shared elements and thereby determine transferability of the information to their own, or
other settings.
Dependability and confirmability. Dependability and confirmability address issues
of replication and data interpretation. This study does not seek to be replicable; however, the
thick, rich description that resulted from the analysis of each individual case study, as well as
from the cross-case analysis seeking the meaning and essence of the experience, is intended
to provide an evocative portrayal that may resonate with the reader (Merriam, 2009).
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Strategies for ensuring dependability and confirmability, triangulation of information, and
transparency regarding the researcher’s position through reflexivity are described in the
paragraph above. In addition, NVivo for Mac CAQDAS was used to manage and organize
data, which resulted in an audit trail that tracked the processes used by documenting data
collection procedures used for in-depth interviews (Appendix C); field notes and reflective
journal entries; data labeling and coding; documenting decision junctures; and a modification
of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method of data analysis (Appendix D) as described by
Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2013) was utilized.
Methods of Organizing and Analyzing Data
Data Analysis
Data were organized and analyzed utilizing NVivo for Mac CAQDAS, Microsoft
Word when necessary, and used a modification of the “Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method of
analysis of phenomenological data” as described by Moustakas (1994, p. 121) and Creswell
(2013, p.193). Hard copy data, such as signed consent forms or other documents with
participants’ actual identity were coded accordingly and stored in a locked file cabinet in my
home office.
In the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method as described by Moustakas (1994), the primary
researcher becomes the first participant through the Epoché process. Through the Epoché
process (see Chapter 3, final section), I explored my own experience of performance
evaluation, both in the past and during the 2011–2012 school year as it related to the Teacher
Quality and Tenure Reform bill of 2011, revisiting, expanding, and revising as necessary. I
examined my own prejudgments, assumptions, beliefs, and biases as I sought to achieve
Epoché to the extent possible. I revisited the Epoché process prior to each interview, as well
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as prior to any formal data analysis, and reflected in writing when needed. This facilitated my
ability to examine the phenomenon with as little judgment as possible, avoid imposing
meaning from one participant to the next, move myself toward receptiveness to be able to
listen, hear whatever was communicated by my participants through their eyes, and see the
phenomenon in a new way. Before beginning analysis, I verified each transcript by listening
to each interview while reading the transcript and made any necessary corrections.
When analyzing phenomenological data, Moustakas (1994) and Seidman (2013)
suggest using complete transcripts for data analysis. Seidman (2013) argues that waiting until
all interviews are completed before engaging in in-depth analysis helps to avoid “imposing
meaning from one participant’s interviews on the next” (p. 116). However, I flexibly using
the systematic data analysis strategies proposed by Huberman and Miles (1994), including
the “data analysis spiral” (as cited in Creswell, 2013, p. 182), adapted to the specific
structures of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method described by Moustakas (1994) and Creswell
(2013). I developed the case records on a continuous or rolling basis: I developed a case
record for a participant, sent it out for member checking, and then began the next case record
and sent it out for member checking. Once all case records had been sent out for member
checking, I began phenomenological analysis and developed the case study profiles as soon
as I received member checked case records back from a participant.
Development of a case record for each participant is consistent with the
horizonalization, reduction and elimination resulting in identification of significant
statements (invariant constituents), and clustering and thematizing steps in the modified
Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method as described by Moustakas (1994). For this process, I read
over the transcript several times, and I noted significant redundancies and repetitions as well
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as certain expressions not directly relevant to the experience and eliminated them, except
when they provided additional rich description or meaning to the case. I then considered each
expression in the profile with respect to its significance for description of the experience.
Each relevant expression or “chunk of meaning” (Marshall, 1981) was coded as a
“significant statement.”
I used the following criteria for determining significant statements: (a) does it contain
a moment of the experience that is a necessary and sufficient constituent for understanding
it? and, (b) Is it possible to abstract and label it? I then ran a “coding query” in NVivo for the
node “significant statements” and exported the query results into a Word document. This
resulted in a record of all relevant statements (Moustakas, 1994). This list was then studied
and any repetitive or overlapping statements were eliminated. The remaining significant
statements were the invariant constituents, or “units of meaning” (Moustakas, 1994) of the
experience. I then clustered the remaining significant statements (invariant constituents) into
organizing themes for each participant. When I developed the first case record, I actually did
print out the clusters and cut them up to sort into clusters and organizing themes because I
was still learning the NVivo for Mac software, which was a student version in Beta form. For
subsequent case records, I used the same process, and instead used the NVivo software, this
time with success.
Once the case records were complete, I used the case record to create a case study
profile for each participant (see Chapter 4). The creation of the case study profile is
consistent with the textural-structural description step of the modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen
method as described by Moustakas (1994) as well as with case study methodology (Creswell,
2013).
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Next, participants’ case records were analyzed thematically through a cross-case
analysis using NVivo for Mac. The resulting themes that emerged, including verbatim
excerpts, are presented in Chapter 5.
Finally, from the cross-case analysis, a composite textural and structural “description
of the meanings and essences of the experience” (Moustakas, 1994, p. 121) of the
participants as a whole (see Chapter 6, Return to the Research), conclusions, implications,
and recommendations were established.
Delimitations of the Study
Delimitations of this study include the following:
1. This collective case study is bounded by case and time.
2. Although principal evaluation is also part of the legislation, the focus of this study is
delimited to teacher evaluation policy and processes only.
3. Participants were selected from the population of elementary teachers assigned as
general education classroom teachers.
4. The focus of this qualitative study was on the lived experiences of individual
elementary teachers as it relates to the Teacher Quality and Tenure Reform bill of
2011 (Ballard, 2011) and does not attempt to examine, assess, or analyze the
performance evaluation system of any particular school or school district.
5. This study is qualitative in nature; therefore, it did not include quantitative test scores
or other means of evaluating whether or not mandated teacher evaluation processes
are effective, have improved teacher quality, or have increased student achievement.
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Limitations of the Study
Limitations of this study include the following:
1. This study may be limited by my ability to bracket my biases and assumptions during
the Epoché process, my skill as an interviewer, and my capability to utilize the
strategies of phenomenological research analysis.
2. Because the research question of this qualitative phenomenological study is “What is
the lived experience ...,” participant perceptions are assumed to be reality and were
not fact checked; one of the stated assumptions of phenomenology is that perception
is reality. (Creswell, 2013; Merriam, 2009; Moustakas, 1994; Seidman, 2013).
3. The study took place over a period of time during which state legislation and district
policies related to mandated teacher evaluation were evolving. Participants’
descriptions may not be consistent with state teacher evaluation legislation or local
evaluation processes in place at the time of publication of this dissertation.
4. This study was limited to five case studies with only one teacher from any particular
school district and is therefore a very small sample of possible teachers’ lived
experiences across the state of Michigan. Other teachers in participants’ schools may
have had a different experience.
Epoché
The process of Epoché is challenging because it requires that one become
“transparent to ourselves, to allow whatever is before us in consciousness to disclose itself so
that we may see with new eyes in a naïve and completely open manner” (Moustakas, 1994, p.
86). I experienced this challenge first-hand.
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I began the process of Epoché in March before I conducted any interviews by
recalling my own personal and professional experiences of performance evaluation,
reflecting as far back over the past years as remains in my memory. As I reflectively thought
back, I tried to think broadly, not only about instances when I might have had my
performance evaluated but also the various facets of my life where I might have experienced
evaluation, but had not considered it evaluation at the time. Four aspects came to mind,
school, athletics, music, and work. For the most part, those experiences have been either
neutral or positive, with the exception of my recent experience related to legislated teacher
evaluation.
Teaching was a second career for me, so I next reflected on work experiences prior to
teaching. In all of my work experiences up to teaching, including the various jobs I held
before college, and after college in medical business offices and public accounting, I never
experienced a formal annual evaluation until I began teaching. No one followed me or stood
around observing me while I was working. If I failed to do something as expected or I needed
to improve at something, I received constructive feedback. Every office I worked in was
organized by seniority, and both public accounting firms I worked for had built-in peer
review systems.
I first experienced annual performance review when I started teaching. All of my 15
years of K–12 teaching were for the same district. Before the legislation of 2011, the annual
performance reviews I experienced seemed geared toward continual personal improvement.
My district used the Charlotte Danielson rubric model for evaluations. The performance
review began in fall every year with goal setting via an “Individual Development Plan” (IDP)
based on a self-identified area of growth and improvement, setting measurable goals and

69

objectives as evidence of growth and improvement. I loved teaching, and I always did
whatever it took to meet my growth and improvement goals.
When the legislation was passed, a few things happened within my district: the
removal of evaluation from the collective bargaining process resulted in the district
leadership changing evaluation systems from a full Danielson model with formal
observations, pre- and post-conferenced and two unannounced informal observations to a
process that mandated three, 3-minute, unannounced walk-throughs using the Marzano
checklist, with no pre- or post-conference, no lesson plans, and no discussion. There was a
committee that met to design the process that included teachers; however, it was my
understanding that the decision was already made to change evaluation systems. From the
point of view of administration, it served them well to reduce the evaluation process—three,
3-minute walk-throughs were potentially a big-time savings for them.
The sense that I made from the legislative changes was that although the Michigan
legislators spun the legislation as a strengthening and tightening up of the evaluation process,
the complete opposite happened in my district. I had no problem having my performance
evaluated, but three, 3-minute walk-throughs are not an adequate evaluation of my teaching
ability. I wanted to be evaluated in a fair way with constructive feedback that I could use to
improve my teaching. In addition, it was decided by administrators that until further
clarification is given from the state, the highly effective rating would not be available to any
teacher, and the district would only be using effective, minimally effective, and ineffective
ratings.
I only experienced the mandated evaluation system for one year because I left at the
end of the 2011–2012 school year to begin teaching math for elementary teachers courses at

70

the university level so, I had been away from the experience for several years; this is where
my first Epoché process ended and I began conducting interviews.
I had forgotten the anxiety and panic that I felt during the fall of 2011 until during the
first interview I conducted with Michael in April 2014. As he described his experience, I
recalled the anxiety and panic I felt the first time my administrator came into my room for an
unannounced observation with the new evaluation process with the new iPad, which would
be used for documenting the observation using the newly adopted Marzano evaluation
checklist. I recall feeling physically ill and going nearly completely blank when the
administrator walked in and I saw the iPad—something seemed drastically and significantly
different about the process connected with the iPad. I don’t know why I had this reaction—
this person had observed me dozens of times, both planned and unannounced, over the past
15 years and I had never had this kind of physical or mental reaction.
Maybe it was because I had only a vague idea of expectations on the checklist. I had
heard from others that even if you had your learning target posted on the board, that if you
didn’t reiterate it while the evaluator was in the room, you didn’t meet the expectation. I also
was aware that “use of technology” was on the checklist, and knew I wasn’t going to be
using technology during the three minutes the evaluator would be in the room, so I felt like I
had already failed the expectations.
Looking back, it was so frustrating because there is no way any person could possibly
meet all 60 or 90 of the items on the checklist in three 3-minute walk-throughs, and because
the entire thing was unplanned, I might have done any number of those items as part of my
instruction either before or after the observation, yet since they didn’t occur while the
evaluator was conducting the observation they wouldn’t count. And, because there was no
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pre- or post-observation conference, I couldn’t explain what I had done before the 3-minute
observation, or what was to come after the observation. Even thinking about it now gives me
anxiety and makes me feel so helpless, like I had no control over any part of the process. I
recall altering what I had planned so I could make sure I said my learning target out loud—
even though I had said it at the beginning of the lesson and I was now in the middle of my
lesson. I’m sure I did other things that I don’t recall now to make sure the evaluator saw
them. Here’s the thing: I loved teaching, and I gave it my all; at that time, I couldn’t imagine
doing anything else, and I want to be acknowledged for the good teaching I do, not just in
three minutes, but every minute of every day of the week. I know I can always get better and
be more skilled as a teacher, but this really felt like it was designed to be a “gotcha,” not to
identify where I could improve.
I also recalled that we were being asked to teach in ways that I had come to
understand were not necessarily best practices. For example, we were given a “directive” to
teach math using a new math program “with fidelity,” beginning on page one, going through
the book, followed a fairly rigid pacing guide, and all teachers were expected to be on or near
the same page at the same time. As a district, we had spent the past 14 years trying very hard
to get the message across that “the text book isn’t your curriculum, it’s a tool, or resource”
and now that was completely out the window.
I was frustrated because that particular math program uses very few concrete
manipulatives and moves students very rapidly from concrete math concepts to abstract paper
and pencil worksheets. Even though my students exceeded growth expectations, I knew from
doing one-on-one conferring with students that what they knew didn’t match what was on the
test, and that they could mimic things on a test without necessarily understanding them. So,
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in my end of the year self-evaluation for 2011–2012, I wrote that my students had struggled
with math and I didn’t feel they had a good foundation in number sense because we had
moved too quickly for most of them to the abstract ideas and that I would be incorporating
more concrete modeling using manipulatives in my instruction next year. Because my
students exceeded expectations the administrator who conducted my evaluation responded by
wondering, “if the additional concrete/hands on practice had the impact Kathy credits.
However, providing alternate activities for students who demonstrate the need is a form of
differentiation and thus a very necessary aspect of classroom instruction.” I felt a
combination of anger, outrage, and insult—that this administrator was doubting my
professional expertise in this area. This was all very disconcerting for me because I had
known this person very well for 14 years and I knew we shared a belief in deep learning, but
now I perceived that this administrator was more interested in arbitrary test scores than in
student learning.
This statement had the effect of eroding my trust in this administrator as an
instructional leader—it made me wonder if they understood best practices in math
instruction—is it good enough that students score well? Don’t we want to be as certain as
possible that students have really learned?
The third memory that came to my consciousness during Michael’s interview was the
climate of fear that was developing during the 2011–2012 school year. A few years before,
security cameras had been installed in the hallways of all buildings. During the fall of 2011,
we were told that we were now being evaluated from the moment we walked in the door,
until we left at the end of the day, including before and after our contract day began and
ended, and they would be using the cameras to monitor us. Because evaluation was now
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prohibited as an item of collective bargaining, district administrators were able to establish
whatever evaluation policies and measures they want, regardless of whether or not those
policies and measures strengthen or weaken the effectiveness of the evaluation process.
I had finished my Education Specialist degree, had started my doctoral work in
education leadership in Fall of 2011, and I had already begun seeking opportunities to leave
classroom teaching and move into an administrative position when at the end of that school
year the opportunity to teach at the university level came up. While it was not the only factor,
my experiences during the 2011–2012 school year with mandated teacher evaluation were a
significant factor in making the decision to leave the classroom.
After this experience during my very first interview, I realized my experiences were
very similar to the experiences of my participants, and I would have to work very hard to
bracket and put aside my own experiences. As soon as possible after each interview, I
recorded any biases I became aware of in my research journal and then worked to mentally
set them aside; journaling helped with that process. During each interview, I really tried to
keep in mind to be curious, listen, and think “what is your evidence” and “question
everything.” I believe I became very good at bracketing—certainly to the best of my ability
during interviews. It found it much easier to bracket and set aside my biases during the
analysis stage of this research.
Summary
This chapter outlined the methodology used to design and conduct this study. I
provided an introduction and background for a qualitative, phenomenological collective case
study with the purpose of describing the lived experienced of elementary teachers in
Michigan who are subject to legislated teacher evaluation policy as well as the meanings and
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essences of that experience. In order to provide a clear understanding of the methodology
selected for this study, I have provided an overview of transcendental phenomenology,
collective case study; explained phenomenological methods and procedures used in
preparation, including participant selection, a detailed description of data collection, and data
analysis; discussed measures taken to ensure the integrity and trustworthiness of this
research; provided delimitations and limitations of the study; and explained my Epoché
process.
In subsequent chapters, I present an analysis of the data; textural and structural
descriptions of individual case studies in the form of case study profiles (Chapter 4); a
thematic cross-case analysis (Chapter 5). To conclude the dissertation (Chapter 6), I revisit
the research questions; present a collective description of participants’ lived experience; a
synthesis of the meanings and essences of the experience; conclusions; implications;
recommendations for further study; and a closure that creatively communicates the essence
of the study.
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Chapter 4: Presentation of the Cases
After a brief review of the purpose, significance, questions, and methodology of the
study, in this chapter I present the data through five detailed case study profiles. Each
participant’s story was so powerfully compelling, I felt like an intruder (Seidman, 2013),
even a fabulist, when attempting to narrate each the lived experience of each participant.
Therefore, I found it necessary to select and include excerpts from the interviews that I
believed would provide an accurate representation of the experience, thus allowing each
participant to describe the experience in their own voice.
The purpose of this phenomenological, collective case study was to (a) describe the
lived experiences of Michigan elementary teachers in traditional public schools as they
experience the phenomenon of having their performance evaluated under a state-legislated
teacher evaluation policy and (b) to understand the meanings they ascribe to the
phenomenon, and to synthesize those meanings to describe the essences of that experience.
The cases presented in this chapter fulfill the first part of the stated purpose. The cross-case
themes that will be presented in the following chapter fulfill the second part of the stated
purpose.
Virtually nothing is known about the lived experience of general education
elementary classroom teachers in traditional public schools and the meanings they attribute to
the experience of having their performance evaluated under the new legislation. An
exploration of the phenomenon that affords a voice to teachers through descriptive stories of
their life worlds is not only interesting, understanding the meanings and essences of the
experience is acutely relevant and may be of interest to the educational professionals within
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the local school context, educational policy makers, and policy researchers in Michigan and
beyond.
The design of this qualitative study drew from the philosophical principles and
methods of both phenomenology and case study. Seven participants who are general
education classroom teachers in grades kindergarten through fifth grade were purposefully
selected through personal contact, as well as through “snowball, chain, or network sampling”
(Merriam, 2009, p. 79) from traditional public elementary schools in West Michigan. I
identified seven participants and conducted formal in-depth phenomenological interviews
(Seidman, 2013). All seven participants presented compelling and interesting experiences
that contributed immensely to this study and to the description and understanding of
teachers’ lived experiences of legislated teacher evaluation. I have selected the five that I feel
best represent the overall experience to be presented here as in-depth case studies and for
cross-case theme analysis.
An “interview guide” (Lofland, Snow, Anderson, & Lofland, 2006, p. 99) was used to
support data collection: Interview One focused on participants’ life history within the context
of evaluation, Interview Two focused on the details of participants’ lived experienced of
legislated teacher evaluation, and Interview Three asked participants to reflect on the
meaning of their experience (Appendix C). The interview data were organized and analyzed
using NVivo for Mac CAQDAS software. A modification of the “Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen”
method of analysis of phenomenological data” as described by Moustakas (1994, p. 121) and
Creswell (2013) was used for data analysis.
During the interview process the participants were forthright, articulate, and
thoughtful. Their passion for children, teaching, and learning was obvious. They all
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expressed gratitude for the opportunity to participate in this study and share their
experiences.
Michael
Michael is a handsome, confident, yet soft-spoken teacher who is devoted to serving
his students, their families, and the teaching profession. Michael is well respected in his
building and has served as school improvement chair for the past three years. Michael came
to be a teacher in his mid-twenties when he went back to college in the West Michigan area.
He said he had initially avoided considering teaching: “My dad had always said, ‘Teachers
don’t make money—life is about money.’ You eventually just have to ignore what your
parents say and do what drives you. I love what I do. Every day.” Michael did his student
teaching at Lake School and was subsequently hired. Over the past 21 years, he has taught all
grades, K–5.
Innovation, creativity, and relationships are very important to Michael. He described
himself as “that teacher that always wants to create something unique to me—not teach a
lesson out of a book.” This was evident as he described how he and a colleague researched
and implemented a multi-age program. He said, “We felt like we had taken this time to build
rapport with the students and capabilities within the students, and we certainly see them grow
like crazy, so we wanted just more time with them.” He and his colleague found that the
multi-age program “was the way to start day one quick and running” because they had
already built relationships with some of the students.
When Michael thinks of evaluation, he said, “The first word that jumps into my head
is judgment.” Over the course of his career, he has experienced many evaluations and even
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though he would sometimes feel nervous or self-conscious, those experiences were always
positive, he valued the feedback he received, and used that feedback to improve his teaching.
In response to the legislation, administrators in Michael’s district have established a
new evaluation process utilizing the Charlotte Danielson model of growth and Teachscape to
house the data. The process consists of two informal, unannounced, 10–15-minute walkthrough visits, one 30-minute formal observation, student growth data through Discovery
Education testing, and a teacher portfolio. Michael’s first informal walk-through was in
February. His principal blamed technology for not getting the written report to him “for a
month and a half.” The second was in mid-May. He was visibly frustrated when he described
the process for the walk-through observations. He said that the principal gathers data on an
iPad by taking photographs of “evidence for everything they’re looking for which constitutes
good teaching,” including lesson plans, all checklists, grade books, conferring notebooks, and
other record keeping documents for all subjects. Michael said, “It’s a very anxious feeling, to
know that you cannot possibly represent all the pieces that you’re managing in your head,”
especially because his lesson plans are digital “set up with hyperlinks to other places.” He
added that it was his understanding that “walk-throughs would allow conversation to help
you move forward, but we don’t get to respond to those,” because pre-and post-conferences
are not required or allowed.
He said that since the evaluation legislation, his administrators are unable to articulate
certain expectations because “it’s like they were building their own knowledge of what it
might look like.” He said he has had principals say to him, “I don’t know what it looks like
but I know it when I see it. I know what it doesn’t look like, and it doesn’t look like that.”
Michael said, “I feel more worried now that I’m not going to do a part of it right, and by that
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I mean a form, or a data piece, or a data collection piece, or a reflection piece.” He explained,
“Not that I won’t be able to reflect or look at data, but that I won’t do it the way they’re
expecting it to be done.”
Although Michael has been rated highly effective for the past two years, he doesn’t
know if he’ll get that same rating this year because “[he has] two students that didn’t hit that
comparative growth chart.” He was visibly worried when he said, “I really don’t know. I’m
trying not to respond to the test by teaching to the test.” He said at this point, “I recognize
that I am a very good teacher. Could I grow? Absolutely, but I realize that I’m consciously
doing everything that I’m doing, I continue to grow, and I continue to seek out ways to
grow.”
Even though Michael’s master’s degree is in educational leadership and
administration, when looking to the future, he does not think he’ll be in public education
much longer. He explained:
I’m looking for a way out. I had pursued leadership, and now I’ve realized I can’t do
that. I can’t sit in that place and I can’t be held to this ridiculous standard of, “Three
of your people can have highly effective.” I just can’t do it … I’m sure of it now so
I’ve started pursuing some curriculum things that I think will support teachers and
teacher development … and I’m really excited about that. I feel this kind of relief.
He also feels he will “end up being more political.” He said he is working on setting things in
place that “will allow me to escape so that I have the freedom to be more vocal.” He said,
“this will afford me an ability to affect students, help teachers, help parents … and also allow
me to keep who I am as a teacher.”
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Ava
Teaching is a second career for Ava. She is an energetic, busy kindergarten teacher
with a quick sense of humor. After graduating with a bachelor degree in elementary
education, she worked for her father’s business and in human resources for a number of
years, but she said it “didn’t seem to really spark my passion.” That passion was sparked
when School District One recruited her as a substitute teacher. She was hired for a full-time
kindergarten position the following year, a position she has held for 22 years. She said she
loves the adventure of every new school year: “You have a brand-new group of kids that
have different challenges and different gifts … It’s your own new little culture, a new little
climate … I loved taking on that challenge and being there for the kids.” Even though she has
her master’s in school administration, she said, “that just keeps me doing what I’m doing.”
Ava is also president and chief negotiator for her district’s education association. She
said when she was first hired she joined the union but wasn’t very interested in it. Then, after
a few years of teaching, she was approached by her fellow teachers when the position opened
up. She said, “I was a little taken aback because I hadn’t really thought of it … But I said,
‘Sure, I’ll be happy to do that’ … It really has been a great balance for me,” and she enjoys
both positions. “They’re very different jobs. They’re very different mindsets but, they both
stimulate me intellectually in a different way. I think it’s actually kept me very well
balanced, even though the union drives me crazy sometimes,” she said with a laugh. She
said, “It’s allowed me to, I think, really feel that I’ve had an impact positively for the district,
for staff, and for kids … to be able to touch all three of those things is something that’s
important to me.”
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She said what she does as chief negotiator is “like mediation and you have to be
skilled to do that,” but the new teacher evaluation legislation included changes that has made
that difficult. Ava continued:
If we hadn’t had the collaborative relationship we’ve had—I’m not even sure how we
would work through some of those issues if you have an antagonistic relationship.
The state has made it virtually impossible for teachers to negotiate a contract
…There’s not an equal balance of power now, at all … if we can’t negotiate a
contract that’s signed by the beginning of the school year, they no longer have to
retroactively pay you … for some of these districts who have an antagonistic
relationship—where is their incentive to settle? Every moment that goes by saves
them money. We’re fortunate, but there’s always a challenge.
Ava’s earliest memories of performance evaluation were related to sports, particularly
running on the track team. She laughed as she recalled the years that she worked for her
father’s business: “He didn’t evaluate me, so I didn’t have to worry about that.” She said for
the jobs she held in human resources, she had formal evaluations that looked at a cross
section of her abilities, but no one was observing or watching her: “It’s like somebody’s your
supervisor, but they never really supervise you, because they’re doing their own job … If it’s
running well, they have other things to do.” Even when she had a supervisor that was “very
much more hands-on, they didn’t micromanage. They let you do your job but they wanted to
know how the department worked.” She felt the ultimate evaluation came when her clients
said, “We like what she does. We like how she does it. This is whom we want to work with
in your company.” She felt the highest rating came when “one of the companies that I was a
rep for actually hired me away.”
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The first thing that comes to Ava’s mind when thinking about evaluation in general is
“the state has put in—or is trying to put in an evaluation system that they don’t know how to
implement, and that they don’t know how to credential. They’re looking strictly at certain
types of data models,” and they keep changing the timelines for implementation. She feels
her district “had an excellent tool that was working—a strong model that from an
administrative perspective and an educator perspective,” but with the new legislated
requirements, she isn’t sure “it is an effective model now.” She said, “I just think there’s
something better out there that would be more applicable for what teachers are really doing,
and for students.”
The evaluation process in Ava’s school district is based on the Charlotte Danielson
rubric and begins with teachers setting goals and developing an “individual development plan
[IDP] indicating what you want to work on, how you’re going to collect your data.” For the
first two years after the legislation, the principal “kind of indicated that she wanted it tied to
the school improvement plan,” buy this past year, “she was totally off that … You could just
pick whatever you wanted.” There are then two observations, one is scheduled, lasts about
one hour, and includes a pre-conference and a post-conference. The other is “a random walkthrough so you don’t know when they’re coming.” Then, sometime in May, “you have a data
meeting. Then she puts everything together and it indicates whether you’re minimally
effective, effective, or highly effective.”
Ava said she is comfortable when it comes to being evaluated. She said, “I am who I
am, this is what I do, and I’m confident in what I do. So, if you want to come in any time,
that’s just fine.” She explained that she does not need an evaluation to motivate her to do her
best: “Even if you don’t evaluate me, I’m still going to seek that highly effective status for
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myself … I don’t need somebody telling me I have to do this to be highly effective.” Ava said
her evaluation went well this year: “They did make me highly effective,” but she still wanted
to know how she could improve. She went on to explain, “I have a great relationship with my
principal,” and overall her evaluation was fine, but she still did not understand how she was
only effective in “professional responsibility” because the two-line narrative from the
principal said, “Great job in data collection. Excellent job in professional responsibilities.”
Ava said, “I’m going to live with it,” but she is going to ask her principal, “In that area, what
were you thinking?”
Even though she is comfortable with evaluation, she explained that she does have
some frustrations. Last year, she was told by an administrator that a kindergarten teacher
“couldn’t be highly effective because there was no way you could meet the standard because
[there are] certain things that kindergartners can’t do,” and therefore, “within this scoring
system it would be impossible for a kindergarten teacher to be highly effective.” She
explained that she “didn’t meet the standard … I got that, but I didn’t like it because I just
want to be evaluated.” Ava said evaluations should be objective: “But, we’re human and I
think subjectivity does come in.”
As Ava considers her future in education, she said, “I’m just going to wait this
evaluation process out. I’ll just continue to do what I do.” She said she does not want to leave
education because she loves it; however, if the state passes legislation “where I can’t do my
job the way I want to do it” based on an evaluation system “that is so out of whack that it’s
impacting my ability to educate children appropriately, I’ll probably get out of education.”
She continued, “I’ll have to do something else that I think, hopefully, will positively impact
the education system … and it might be to fight against the process of where they’re going.”
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Grace
Grace is a quiet, unpretentious, and dedicated teacher who is a passionate advocate
for children, especially those who are disadvantaged or have special needs. She became
interested in teaching while in high school when she volunteered to work for some of her
teachers. She has a bachelor’s degree in special education with a minor in psychology and
completed some work toward her master’s in learning disabilities. Grace’s first teaching
position right out of college was in a self-contained K–3 classroom for emotionally impaired
students with learning disabilities (EI/LD). Over the past 30 years, she has taught for several
school districts in a variety of positions including middle school special education, teamteaching general education school algebra I, and special education resource room. She has
been a kindergarten teacher at Briarwood Elementary School for the past six years.
Grace’s face beamed when she talked about her passion for supporting her students.
She described a plan she implemented to help K–3 students who were mainstreamed from the
City Children’s Orphanage into her EI/LD classroom dress “exactly like the other kids dress
and see what happens to their behavior and their test scores.” She said, “We did that and it
was incredible … when we went to the lunchroom, we couldn’t tell who was who. It was
amazing that they felt so included that their behavior and everything changed.” She said, “[I]
received tremendous thank-yous from kids that I never thought would make it through high
school without being in jail … just for believing in them, not so much the academics.” She
continued, “on a personal level, it’s—they became like my own children. I was determined to
make sure that the cycle was broken for some of those kids.” With a huge smile Grace said,
“every year I get requests. I get a note from the principal and I recognize the names … in
walk some of my students with some of their little ones, and I just love it!”
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Grace described herself as a student: “I wouldn’t settle for anything but 100%. I was
very hard on myself.” When asked about evaluation in general, Grace said, “I would just
want someone to come into my room unannounced any time, but several times, not just one
scheduled half hour and then judge me on that,” because then she doesn’t “have time to get
all nervous,” and think “what if.”
The 2013–2014 school year was the first year Grace had been through the entire
process of new evaluations. She said she had “always had very favorable evaluations until
this past year.” She explained that the formal evaluation process begins in the fall with goal
setting and is followed by two formal observations and as many informal observations as
administration deems “necessary or convenient.” Grace explained that her principal didn’t
come into her room a lot, and she thought that meant “that I was doing okay and didn’t have
any issues, he was busy with lots of issues, and we have the largest building in the district.”
Her first formal evaluation observation was during a math lesson in February, at the
end of the first cycle of observations for the school year. It lasted about one hour, with her
principal taking notes and photographs on his iPad. She received an email a few days later
with “all the photographs he took and all of his ‘I wonders,’ an invitation to respond, and a
time for a post-evaluation meeting.” Grace responded to each of the “I wonders” and thought
“everything was fine.” Two days later her principal called and said, “You need to bring
representation to our meeting.” Grace stammered as she described her reaction, “I was just
floored … Everybody knows what that means … I put the phone down. I thought, ‘This can’t
be right. How can I—.’”
Grace became visibly upset as she described the post evaluation meeting with her
principal, the director of personnel, and the union president as her representation. The
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principal opened the 3-hour meeting by saying, “Obviously, you know the evaluation was
minimally effective and that’s why I asked you to bring representation.” He then went over
her evaluation document, delineating each of the categories in which he found her to be
minimally effective. Grace felt demoralized. When she tried to explain that several points
were not accurate. For example, she said she did have a behavior system posted on the wall
and her “I Can” statements for reading were indeed posted in the reading area, but she was
told that she was “just looking for excuses.”
When the director of personnel asked the principal, “How come you haven’t had any
conversations with her, up until now, that she’s [minimally effective],” Grace said, “He didn’t
really answer.” She recalled that the principal kept saying, “Remember, this is just a
snapshot. Why are you so upset?” Grace explained, “I wasn’t questioning to be disrespectful.
I honestly didn’t understand. How can I fix it if I don’t understand?” She described feeling
relieved when the principal finally said, “I agree. The [evaluation] tool is flawed.”
Grace said, “At the very end, he said that my personal relationships were highly
effective. That was the only positive feedback that I had.” By that point, Grace said she felt,
“Okay, just let’s let this one go.” She told the administrator, “You know what? I’m tired of
fighting. I’m tired. I don’t want to go through all this again.” She continued, “I don’t care
because I know what my kids are doing. I know they’re doing well.” She signed the
evaluation even though the union president thought it should be thrown out. She felt there
were some things her principal “was absolutely correct on,” and she decided she needed to
focus on her classroom: “because I wanted to become this teacher that I thought I was.” She
also decided to attend a pre-retirement workshop: “After this evaluation, I decided that next
year would be my last year.”
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Because her first evaluation observation went so badly, Grace said she was a
“nervous wreck for the second one.” She said, “[I was determined to] do what I do every day
and I guess if this one is minimally effective then I’ll see what happens.” This evaluation
resulted in an effective rating. Grace found this mystifying and does not know what she did
differently. She said:
The funny thing is, I didn’t do anything different. … basically, I did the same thing,
but instead of math, I did reading and all of the things that were an issue were not an
issue the second time. … One of the very disruptive special education kids wasn’t
there that day, and that did make a big difference. … the other girl who had behavior
issues that he photographed was absent. It was just a different time of day. It was in
the morning instead of the afternoon.
At the end of the year, her overall rating was effective and Grace explained, “Overall, I was
pleased with the data. I was surprisingly pleased, because I had been so down on myself that
I thought I was a failure.” She continued, “when I looked at some of the data, ‘Hmm. I
wasn’t as bad as I thought I was.’”
Grace loves her students and loves what she does, so she had not considered a time
line for retirement until this experience. She sighed as she said, “I didn’t want to leave my
career on that kind of a note,” and she was determined not to be chased out. With a quiet
laugh she said, “I got a little wind under my sail, so I’m ready for two more years I think, I
don’t know.” In a later email, Grace said she had decided to “leave the circus” at the end of
just one more year rather than two.
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Betsie
Betsie is a cheerful, confident, enthusiastic, and articulate 23-year-old who just
finished her first year of teaching at Spruce Elementary School as a third grade classroom
teacher where most of her students are native Spanish language speakers. Betsie “knew for
certain” that she wanted to work with English as a Second Language (ESL) students after
volunteering at a refugee center when she was in 10th grade. Since then she focused her
studies on becoming bilingual in Spanish, including a semester abroad in Ecuador, so she
could support her students and bridge the language gap with Spanish-speaking parents.
She was placed at Spruce Elementary School for a yearlong student teaching
experience so she could use her language skills. From her first day there she knew she
wanted to work at Spruce as a third grade teacher because “somebody in third grade needs to
be able to help those students, not just with a few basic phrases, but they really need to help
them transition smoothly, rather than just jump right into English.” She continued, “I want to
be that teacher.”
Establishing relationships and building a learning community are very important to
Betsie. She said, “[I feel] like I’m 100% in the right spot.” Her enthusiasm was evident as she
continued, “I went back to the same school that I had done my student teaching at. I already
knew the copy machine code … the secretary and I knew the janitor. It was great.” Betsie
also already knew most of her students from student teaching the previous year. She said she
“could not wait for those kids to show up” for open house in the fall so she could say, “Hey!
You have [a teacher] who is somebody that is recognizable to you!” She said, “It was so
great to just continue and develop that love and community that we had already established
with each other the year before.”
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Betsie said she thinks about evaluation in general as “somebody just taking notes on
what you’re doing … giving criticism in a sense of that, but in a manner where everybody’s
learning from that situation.” Other than initial qualifying swimming tests, she was not
evaluated in her job as a lifeguard.
Betsie sees herself as someone with a “growth mindset.” She said, “I like to learn new
things, and I see myself being a continual learner.” Betsie said that being evaluated by her
field instructors during student teaching “to show growth ... to better our teaching,” and the
focus was on becoming a reflective teacher. Being evaluated by colleagues has also been a
“positive experience” for Betsie. She participated in this during her student teaching year
using a “lesson study” format and also this past year as required by her district with one of
the other third grade teachers in her building, although it was not part of her official
evaluation rating. She said, it was helpful “not because she was telling me what she observed
about me, but I had the opportunity to observe what she was doing in her classroom and how
her students were receptive to certain ways that she was teaching.”
The formal teacher evaluation process “in my school is anxiety-driven,” Betsie said.
It begins in the fall by setting two goals, which are determined by the school district. One of
the goals set by the district is related to the MAP (Measures of Academic Progress) test and
“that is the major thing that they’re looking at for evaluations—how are your kids scoring
overall?” Betsie is frustrated that so much time is spent “making and crafting these goals into
words that sound great and look good on paper and make sense and go with their theory and
thoughts of how education should be,” but in the end “all they do is just look at, ‘So, did you
meet your goal? What were your scores?’ But that wasn’t my only goal.” She wonders, “do
you really care how I’m getting them there?”
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At Spruce Elementary, they “use the Danielson rubric.” The principal performs the
evaluations, which consist of two, 20 to 40 minute scheduled observations that include a preand post-conference, one in the fall and one in the spring, an unannounced observation in the
winter with a post-conference, and a final conference at the end of May to discuss the overall
rating. About 14 days in advance teachers sign up for the scheduled observations. Betsie said
she signed up for the pre-conferences, but the principal had to cancel all of them and never
rescheduled. She explained it was very stressful because her principal also had to
unexpectedly cancel and reschedule all three of her observations “due to unannounced
circumstances.” All of her observations and post-conferences eventually did take place.
As Betsie began describing the post-conference process, she became visibly
distressed. She clutched her chest and said, “Oh man, this weird feeling just came about me
thinking about it.” Betsie explained that none of her post-conferences “necessarily went
poorly.” However, she said, “I feel like I’m going into a defense with a judge and I have my
Danielson rubric ready to defend myself and how I deserve to be here and I’m a good
teacher.” She said, “[I was] not prepared for the first post-observation other than bringing my
Danielson rubric. I didn’t have my own evidence … just my memory … I feel like I got
smarter for that third one.” She said it was “so scripted” because the principal read prompts
off her computer screen: “So it’s weird. It makes you feel like she doesn’t really want to
know those questions.” Betsie’s third post-conference was held two weeks after the
observation. She said:
She doesn’t remember what I taught. I don’t remember what I taught. It is not fresh
on either of our brains so … how can she even correctly talk about what she observed
or what I taught? It was so disconnected … I felt a little bit short-changed. We had

91

three interruptions during that and it got to the point that we were 10 minutes before
the bell was going to ring, and I just didn’t care. All I cared about was that I was
effective, and I didn’t care whether [I was] fighting back at all … I just knew I needed
to get ready for my kids.
Although Betsie loves being a classroom teacher, she also said, “I really want to be a
principal or do something more … there are other things that I can do, too, to improve
classroom teaching,” she continued, “that’s a crazy rubric … it almost turns me off from
wanting to do that. I don’t want to give that much stress to people … just because of my …
opinion of your particular teaching.” Betsie worries that the evaluation process is “only going
to get worse before it gets better.”
Emma
Emma is a poised, attractive, and passionate second grade teacher for Gardner City
school district who has known for her entire life that she wanted to be a teacher. She began
her teaching career in a rural West Michigan district, where she taught young fives half-time
for 5 years. She also worked for a year as math consultant. She explained that even though
she enjoyed working as a math consultant with teachers and also with small groups of
students, “it just wasn’t the same as having … that big group of kids … I get to see all day,
every day, for all subjects … and just have our classroom community.”
Emma clearly loves what she does. She was excited and animated when she talked
about teaching and being a teacher. She said, “I’m creating relationships. I’m watching these
kids grow, not just academically, but socially and emotionally. That’s why I wanted to be a
teacher.” When she thinks of teaching, she thinks “of working with kids in math … listening

92

to them and how they’re thinking through solving problems and how their thinking has
changed from the beginning of the year to the end of the year.”
Emma’s master’s degree is in early childhood, which she described as “all about
social, emotional, and developmental appropriateness,” and she always has that “in my mind,
even at the second-grade level.” She said that it is amazing to watch a child progress from the
“beginning of the year crying every day … and by the end of the year they’re making
friends.” Emma explained that while she wants her students to grow academically, she said,
it “means that I did what I was supposed to do for that kid because that kid was confident and
loving school at the end of the school year.” She became visibly frustrated when she
continued, “No one cares about the social piece or the emotional piece. [Now] it’s all just
about test scores.”
When thinking about past performance evaluations, Emma described herself as “a
perfectionist” who puts “a lot of pressure on herself.” Even going back to high school, she
said, “[I would] get test anxiety … just because I wanted to do so well.” She also described
feeling “stressed out about observations,” when she was a student teacher and in her first
teaching position when “someone else is in my classroom really watching.” Emma said that
she “wasn’t really evaluated” for the job she had during high school, but if something did go
wrong, suggestions would be given so she could do better in the future.
Emma became visibly stressed and anxious when she talked about her experience
with the evaluation process since the legislation was enacted. She explained that the process
begins in September with a self-evaluation, includes classroom observations with follow-up
meetings with the principal, and an end of the year “final summative evaluation,” which she
described like this:
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He started by going over the little matrix of how many effectives and highly effectives
you need to have … Then he briefly went through the different criteria of things that
he’s seen me do as a teacher … That took him 5 minutes … He didn’t go in-depth …
He did at least open by telling me one of the things that he appreciated about me. [He
said,] “Most of the teachers said that I was nice, because I’m always wanting to learn
and try different things and do everything I can to be better” … which I really
appreciate. But, then the rest of the meeting was going over my Discovery Ed data …
we went through each student and looked at where they were for test one and test
three. Then he counted which students showed growth and then which ones did not
… The whole meeting was about 30 minutes … Then he pulled the matrix back out
and said, “You’re here, because of the number of kids that had shown growth and no
growth.” … I was grateful it wasn’t minimally effective [I thought] why not highly
effective? … It wasn't full of suggestions for me to walk away to try so I could be
highly effective next year.
The only feedback she got from her principal was, “We need to do more probes next year.”
She expressed her concern: “The kids will just be better at taking an online test. I think that’s
all that matters.” When asked how this makes her feel she said, “stressful and I get angry … I
don’t understand everything that’s happening. I don’t know why it’s happening to teachers.”
Emma is particularly concerned about the data component of the evaluation process.
She explained that Discovery Education, an “online test that we administer three times a year
[in] September, January, and May” is the assessment at the elementary school level for
reading, along with Running Records, and it is the only measure of student growth in math.
Emma said, “[My future in education is] something that I worry about. Not because I feel
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like I’m a bad teacher at all. I just am worried that there is going to be a day when I just say I
can’t take it anymore.” She became excited and her passion for teaching was again evident as
she continued: “I just hope that doesn’t happen to me. It hasn’t yet … When I’m in my
classroom with my kids,” she paused, “Do I love giving the assessment part? No, not so
much. But, when I’m just teaching and doing what I know I should be doing, I love that so
much. I know that there’s no other job for me.”
Summary
In summary, in this chapter I have presented individual case study profiles for the five
participants in this study, Ava, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael. Each case study profile
presented a window into participants’ lives as professional educators and provided a detailed
description of their lived experience around the legislated teacher evaluation policy enacted
in Michigan during the 2011–2012 school year. Ease case included selected verbatim
excerpts from the interviews that I believed would provide a detailed description and an
accurate contextual representation of the experience.
In the next chapter (Chapter 5), I provide an in-depth thematic cross-case analysis
drawn from the five case study profiles that were presented in this chapter. This cross-case
analysis will present and discuss themes that emerged during the analysis (Seidman, 2013)
and will present the data in the form of selected excerpts from the interviews that best
illustrate the themes, connections, similarities, and differences between the cases. In Chapter
6, to conclude the dissertation, I revisit the research questions, present a composite
description of participants’ lived experience, a synthesis of the meanings and essences of the
experience, conclusions, implications, recommendations for further study, and a closure that
creatively communicates the essence of the study.
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Chapter 5: Presentation of Cross-Case Themes
This chapter will provide an in-depth cross-case analysis of the five case study
profiles that were presented the previous chapter. This cross-case analysis will present and
discuss themes that emerged during the analysis (Seidman, 2013) and will present the data in
the form of selected excerpts from the interviews that best illustrate the themes, connections,
similarities, and differences between the cases.
The purpose of this phenomenological, collective case study was to (a) describe the
lived experiences of Michigan elementary teachers in traditional public schools as they
experience the phenomenon of having their performance evaluated under a state-legislated
teacher evaluation policy and (b), to understand the meanings they ascribe to the
phenomenon, and to synthesize those meanings to describe the essences of that experience.
The cases presented in the previous chapter fulfill the first part of the stated purpose. The
cross-case themes that will be presented and discussed in this chapter fulfill the second part
of the stated purpose.
During the analysis process, it four main themes emerged, “Control,” “Antithesis,”
“Relationships,” and “Resilience.” It became clear to me each of the four overarching themes
could be synthesized and organized around smaller clusters and/or sub-themes in order to
better understand the meaning participants attribute to the phenomenon of the mandated
teacher evaluation processes that resulted from the legislation of 2011.
Control
Both the development of teacher evaluation policy and implementation of teacher
evaluation systems are influenced by federal, state, and local political systems, local school
districts, and private interests as well as public concerns and values (Cuban, 1990; Darling-
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Hammond et al., 1983; Ellett & Teddlie, 2003; McLaughlin & Pfeifer, 1988; Ravitch, 2010).
As the participants in this study described their teacher evaluation experiences, I found that
the theme of control emerged. This theme is organized into three clusters: “administrative
control,” instances of control which participants attributed to within the local school district
control; “external control,” instances where control was attributed to be from outside the
local school district including federal and state government, the general public, or other
private interests; and “beyond control,” all other circumstances that participants described as
having no control over, or beyond their control.
Administrative Control
All five participants described situations where they perceived and were frustrated
with administrative control over different aspects of the evaluation process. In this cluster, I
first discuss Emma, Grace, and Michael, then Betsie and Ava.
Emma, Grace, and Michael agreed they did not feel a part of the decision-making
process regarding components of the evaluation system, particularly around which
assessments are used to measure student achievement. Not only did Emma, Grace, and
Michael feel their concerns related to the evaluation process were being ignored by
administrators, they also described experiencing uncertainty, ambiguous communications
from administrators. Michael and Grace expressed additional frustration around mandated
teaching practices and curriculum and both experienced censure for speaking their minds.
Emma expressed frustration with the choices administrators in her district made when
deciding which assessments are used to measure student growth for teacher evaluation at
each grade level. She said administrators give ambiguous responses when teachers raise
questions. She explained:
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Our administration chooses the assessments. I believe our curriculum director is the
one at the forefront, but I do think that all of the administration plays some role in it.
The assessments we use for reading are Discovery Education online test that we
administer three times a year [in] September, January, and May. Also for reading we
can use Running Records … For math, it’s just Discovery Education. We don’t have
anything else … Middle school and high school use pre- and post-tests for those
teacher evaluations. We have to use Discovery Ed. We have begged for them to let us
do pre- and post-tests and they won’t. They really kind of go around the question
when we ask about it and they just say—I remember one administrator saying, “That
has its own set of problems” and that was all that was said about it. I don’t know for
100% certain—but I believe that some [middle and high school teachers] get to create
the pre- and post-tests too. They’re not even taking these online assessments. When
you think about the developmental abilities of kids, an online assessment is more
appropriate for older kids that can navigate a computer a lot better than seven-yearolds can (laughs). You know? It just makes no sense.
Grace echoed Emma’s frustration and lack of control. She said, “[I] was told that
[my] experience and philosophies need to be left aside. This is how it is and if I didn’t agree
with that, perhaps this wasn’t the place for me.” She explained:
We are just told to set goals … I actually work backwards. Because of my experience,
I pick something that I can document—that I can show data, because I know that’s
what they want. So, I make sure that I pick something that meets that. I don’t pick
something that I’d really like to pick, because if it doesn’t offer [data], then I will be
found ineffective … Everything is dictated [the assessments used for data] … We’re
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told our opinions don’t matter, so keep them to yourself. Now when we go to
meetings, we sit with our hands in our lap. We never offer anything. They
[administrators] don’t really want to hear it anyway. Most of the decisions are already
made. It’s just their attempt to make you feel like you have some thought in the
process. I found, for my own well-being, it’s better if I just [say], “Okay. Is that what
you want me to do? Okay. Thank you. That’s what I’ll do.”
When I asked Grace if the evaluation process had a positive impact on her teaching or
student achievement, she responded:
Personally, I don’t think so. It’s a way of controlling us. “This is how we want you to
teach. This is how we want you to do it,” and if you do it differently, as you can see,
it’s not going to be tolerated.
Michael reiterated the frustrations and lack of control asserted by Emma and Grace.
He said he thought “administrators and our HR person at the time” developed the evaluation
plan, although he was uncertain about the exact decision-making process they used; however,
he was certain “it was not teachers.” Michael said he did not know how the decision was
made to just use DIBELS as the data piece for the prior year, and he stated, “we teachers
have a lot of questions about that. We asked the union just to ask the question formally about
using just one set of data [DIBELS]. The high school gets to use two.” He described the shift
over the past three years, since the evaluation legislation was implemented, from teacher
autonomy to increased administrative control this way:
The year before that, they gave us a dashboard of items that we could pick from … It
felt like we had some say-so into how we were going to track our students, or what
we valued in our classroom. Then the next year it went purely to DIBELS. This year
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it’s become Discovery Ed testing … She’s called people on their professionalism for
speaking out or raising questions about programs that we’ve purchased. Any time you
have dissension, your professionalism drops because “you’re not leading yourself
with integrity, and in an ethical way, and supporting your district” … I do know that
there is again that idea in the system, if you’re a problem, you’re going to get marked
down in your evaluation if you’re a vocal person. You have to be very complacent …
They’re [administration] so prescriptive now … We still continue to use the idea that
we have a PLC time, but when we sit down, we’re given broad data from MEAP, or
from Discovery Ed testing, or from district demographic numbers. Then we are told
to respond to them in some way. The new way to respond is with, “How are you
differentiating?” So, “Tell us your differentiation.” They’re telling us what to look
for. What numbers to look at, specifically. They’re telling us how they want us to
respond to them. Then they are telling us—then they’re leading us—(laughs) not only
are they telling us, but they’re actually leading us through a training that they hope
that will make those numbers change. We’ve really done nothing, except look at what
they’ve wanted us to, respond the way they’ve wanted us to, and then listened to
some training that they think will make us all respond in the same way.
In Michael’s district, administrators attempt to manage teacher complaints about
evaluation results by considering the rating of effective as the norm. When teachers are upset
that they have not achieved highly effective, Michael stated that administrators assert,
“Remember, we live in effective. We step into highly effective, occasionally. You’re
presumed effective. We live in effective.” This stance is nearly incomprehensible to Michael.
He explained:
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So, they’re basically telling you, “You should be happy with effective and you
shouldn’t be disappointed if you don’t get highly effective, because we live in
effective. It’s the whole idea that they’re trying to sell that that’s an acceptable grade
or that that’s an acceptable response. If you had a student that upset about a grade,
wouldn’t you help them or coach them forward? Wouldn’t you—would you say, “Try
harder next year?”
Betsie did not experience the same frustrations or lack of control over assessments
that are used to show student growth as Michael, Grace, and Emma. She explained: “[I am
able] to prove that with my own data or observations that I have” in order to document
student growth. However, she expressed frustration and uncertainty with administrative
control over setting goals for her evaluation. She explained:
We said 60% of our students will show growth in their MAP data from X, Y, and Z to
here and we had to prove how we were going to do this and how we would be able to
show that our students would be able to show growth. Ours included showing the data
to the parents and to our students, and then having the students set their own goal.
But, would that have been mine [goal]? I don’t know. Right now, I had just said to
you that I want my goal for this year to have to be similar around SIOP. Who knows?
Next week when I go in they might say, “You need to make sure you have in these
areas of—,” so then there goes that … All of our evaluations—and for me, for where
I’m at in my years of service, it’s three [goals]—those goals have to be somehow
talked about or touched on in our evaluation.
Betsie also expressed frustrations around prescriptive teaching practices that are part
of the evaluation process that were similar to Michael and Grace. She said during an
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evaluation observation her principal sometimes expects those teaching practices to “look like
the book says” and sometimes she does not. Betsie explained her frustration that her
evaluation is based on a mandated practice that new to everyone, including the principal, this
way:
It’s really hard and I don’t think that she understood the demands that she had given
us as a staff with the new [methods]. Implementing Daily Five—that first
observation—was something she was looking for. It was brand new to all of us as a
staff, and it was brand new to her as an administrator. She didn’t have anything to
compare it to other than “The Sisters.” Well, I’m very sorry that I wasn’t exactly like
that. This is my fifth week of teaching this in general, so it’s not going to be flawless.
Ava’s experience parallels that of Emma, Grace, Michael, and Betsie. She, too,
describes issues with administrative control; however, her experience is somewhat different
because she seems to take it in stride. Ava acknowledged that while administrators in her
district are making the decisions around the evaluation process, they are keeping teachers in
mind as they make those decisions. Although administrators in her district control the
development, terms of the evaluation process and often implement policies that she disagrees
with, are at times confusing, or make little sense, she said she feels her district is “buffering
and trying to resist that as best they could, and positively go ahead. We’re a strong district.
We come out pretty much on top a lot of the time and we work really hard to do that.” She
explained it this way:
I think they have looked at how they feel, and it’s going to be hard for me to
articulate this, because I'm not sure how it all came together. My impression is that at
this point they have allowed you to put your data together to reflect this growth. So,
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for me, it was based upon a standard for, you know, I did a writing sample, writing.
Therefore, I tied mine to writing. So right now, they're able to do that by saying,
“look at how you've put your data together and how you've proved growth.”
Ava said her impression is that “from an administrative standpoint they don’t like
necessarily the fact of how much data they [the state] now want to impact your evaluation,”
but she said it is frustrating because administrators are sometimes contradictory when they
speak about the data component. She found some humor in the situation as she explained it
this way:
They try to say, “Don’t worry about the data component. We’ll work through the data
component.” But then on the other hand sometimes well, “You have to get 50% of
your—” (laughs), you know it’s like, make up your mind on how you want me to feel
about that. You can tell me that you don’t like it … but then how are we going to
make it appropriate for students and for evaluation systems? … Right now, I feel like
I’m just plugging along. I’m just doing whatever they ask me to do, evaluation-wise.
This is what it is, but I don’t necessarily agree it’s the best method and I don’t think
our administration agrees it’s the best method. It’s a trickle-down. They’re doing
what the state tells them they have to do and then we’re trying to implement the most
positive way to evaluate for educators and kids within the structure that we’ve been
given. That’s kind of how that rolls. Do I feel great about it? I don’t feel bad about it.
I’m fine with the evaluation system. I just think it could be more effective. I think we
could find a way to make it more useful … [The data for the data meeting] is now
[tied to my IDP], because it’s tied to the evaluation process. It’s one of the four
categories … each one is scored, then they look at the overall score … they’re
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figuring out a percentage to determine whether you’re minimally effective, effective,
or highly effective. It’s all a point system. They have it down to a point system. You
chose how you present it. You chose what data piece you’re going to bring … Then
you make that comparison of growth.
In Ava’s district, administrators initially decided all teachers would be rated effective and this
was communicated to all teachers. She was only slightly frustrated as she explained:
The first year they said they were going to make everybody effective. … nobody was
going to be determined highly effective. They didn’t want that competition kind of
feel. If you were effective, you were effective, and you’re doing a great job … Then
the second year they said they were going to make everybody effective but then …
two of the administrators chose to make people highly effective, while the other
administrator [said] “Well, I don’t want that kind of competition so I’m not going
make anybody in my building highly effective … This year [the third year], it was, “If
they’re highly effective, you have to make them highly effective. You can’t just make
everybody effective. Or you can’t just ride the wave.” Everybody and administration
had to be on the same page. Because they weren’t on the same page, some people
who are highly effective weren’t deemed highly effective (laughs). We were just like,
“Blah!” ... You can’t make somebody effective if they’re ineffective, and if you top it
out at effective, where is my (emphasis in voice) incentive to grow if you’re never
going to let me be highly effective? We set these high achievement standards for
children, that we want them to grow and achieve, but we have to do the same thing
for teachers … But this year, I think [my] principal determined that it wasn’t fair if
the others were going to evaluate and give a highly effective status, then if she went
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through the evaluation system and found someone to truly be highly effective, that in
all fairness, she had to reward that person because that’s the situation.
Excusing administrative control. Even though Ava, Michael, Grace, Betsie, and
Emma all expressed frustration or stress about evaluation policies and process, when control
is attributed to district administration each one was inclined to excuse the principal who
evaluated them and describe the control as originating from central office, the state, or
federal government, or some other circumstances beyond she’s control.
In Ava’s case, she excuses both her principal and central office administration; she
feels the state is the source of control. Ava explained:
But the problem is it’s not coming from the district. The mandates are coming from
the state and so sometimes their hands are tied on what we’re able to do. Even if we
didn’t believe that 30%, or 40% of data was appropriate [for teacher evaluation], we
don’t really have a choice.
Emma excuses her principal without specifically identifying the source of control
over him. She said:
I do have to say, I have to give my principal some credit in that he told me in one
meeting that he is not sure how much faith he has in Discovery Education. Even his
hands are tied too, and he has to evaluate us on it whether he 100% believes in it or
not.
Even after her traumatic experience with being rated minimally effective by her
principal, Grace excuses him. She identified central office as the source of control over him:
I wasn’t really angry [with] him, because I feel he’s being ordered to do this, too. I
really like him and I think he really likes me. We get along well. I’m angry at this
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whole process. I wouldn’t want to be in his position for anything … I think he’s kind
of feeling the same thing too, but then it comes from on high [central office]. I don’t
know what’s being put on him. It’s like it’s no one’s fault. I feel like everyone needs
to stand back, take a deep breath, and look.
Michael excuses his district administration in general without specifically mentioning
his principal. He explained:
I think administration’s in a rough place, because they’re trying to respond to what
the state is telling them, or what the national government is telling them. I don’t know
I just (long pause) I guess I’m just not sure that they’re responding the way they
could.
Betsie excused her principal around interruptions that occurred during the evaluation
process in general:
I’m sympathetic to how many demands that she has as a principal without other
support. There’s nobody else at her administrative level at our school. There’s no AP.
There’s no dean. So, anything that goes awry—and we have two cross-categorical
classrooms/special education. If something goes wrong, it has to be her … It could be
because I was favored—I’ve come to the point of feeling like it’s not her fault and
I’m not mad at her for not being able to come in. Those are all circumstances out of
her control. But, whose control is it that she doesn’t have the time to see us, and that
the only time that she does see us is based on our evaluations?
External Control
Ava, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael also attributed control to external factors,
including federal and state government, and private outside entities.
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Ava, Grace, and Emma specifically attributed that control to the state of Michigan
and Michigan legislators. Ava and Grace echoed one another in the belief that state
legislators are exerting external control because they want to get rid of public education, Ava
stated that unnamed outside sources are influencing legislators, and Emma struggled to make
any sense of why legislators would want to control teachers.
Ava became very angry as she said:
The first thing that comes to my mind is the state has put in—or is trying to put in an
evaluation system that they don’t know how to implement, and that they don’t know
how to credential. They’re looking strictly at certain types of data models and then
they put that in play, then they pull that back, and then they make it this year, then
they move it to that year … I think that honestly—this is going to sound bad—that’s
okay. I’m not really a conspiracy theory person, but I feel that, where we’re at right
now, they [state legislators] want the public school system to fail and they are moving
through in a very concise, precise manner, putting things into practice that they feel
will make that happen. I feel that way and I never would have felt that way. If you
would have asked me that 10 years ago, I never would have felt that way—ever …
I’m going to grab this (gets up to get a document) because I saw this on my bulletin
board and I knew I had put this up there. This was from 2006. It says, “Education
makes a people easy to lead but difficult to drive. Easy to govern, but impossible to
enslave.” … I think it’s almost like they want to dumb them down because if you
dumb down your population they’re much easier to control. That’s what I feel, and
the best way to dumb down your population is to attack the people that are educating
your children and remove the people that know what they’re doing—that are strong
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visionaries and that want to move forward. Let’s just keep chipping away at your
educational system and keep chipping away at your educators, and sooner or later
you’ll get a whole bunch of them to be gone and then it’s just much easier to control
… Maybe I’m way (emphasis in voice) off base, and if I’m proven wrong, I’ll be the
first one to say, “Ooh, man, I must have been working too hard.” (laughs) “I wasn’t
looking at things in the right perspective.” … I feel that that’s coming from outside
sources that are impacting our state legislature and they’re allowing that to happen.
Grace subscribed to Ava’s belief that legislators are controlling teacher evaluation in
public schools because want public education to fail, although the only sense she can make of
it is to think it must be about budget issues and saving money. She explained it like this:
I agree, there are probably teachers in the profession, like [in] every profession, that
maybe shouldn’t be there. But, to put 100% of it in that basket is ludicrous, so it feels
like the legislation is just geared towards, “It must be poor teaching. It must be the
teachers.” … I know education is a big part of the [state of Michigan] budget. It feels
in Michigan that public education needs to go. I think that’s what Michigan
legislators are thinking. That would save a lot of money. That’s (long pause) I don’t
know. Everything they do damages it [public education], so what else are you to
think? I don’t know what the hidden agenda is, or the motive, [long pause] but it just
doesn’t make sense to me. If you build the foundation solid, solid, solid, it’s going to
be less expensive in the long run.
Emma echoed Ava and Grace’s anger and frustration and like them, she also
attributed external control to state government and the legislature; however, she could not
begin to understand why. Her frustration was evident as she explained:
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I feel like others feel the need to control this profession when they really have no idea
what it’s like to be a teacher … I mean more like legislature, government, politicians.
They think that they know the profession but really, they don’t know the profession
… Most of them haven’t set foot in a school since they graduated from high school …
They don’t have bachelor’s degrees and master’s degrees in education. Why are they
dictating what we should be doing? It makes absolutely no sense. They would never
dictate [to] another profession … Legislators aren’t going into the medical field and
telling them what doctors need to do. Why are they doing that to teachers? … I just
feel like the profession is getting a bad rap because, what do people think? “You can’t
complain. You get the entire summer off.” Well, what they don’t know is that
yesterday—and this is the truth—I was sitting on my computer doing stuff for the fall
for school—so no, I don’t have summers off, I’m getting things ready for the fall …
If people would just leave us alone and let us go into the classroom and teach, like we
know how to do, it would be fine. But there are just all of these external factors.
Like Ava, Grace, and Emma, Michael described external control from state
legislators. He expanded this to include the federal government, politics in general,
governors, and like Ava, other unnamed groups. He said his district administrators are
struggling “because they’re trying to respond to what the state is telling them, or what the
national government is telling them.” Michael continued, “I just feel like we’re pedaling
furiously to meet some guideline that’s being made by some committee of governors
somewhere, and some other group that is not listening either,” and “we are—kids and
teachers are caught in the wake of it all trying to keep up.” He had this to say:
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It feels as if there’s some political machine that’s kind of running moving this
forward under the pretense [that] our students aren’t—our population of the United
States is somehow failing compared to New Zealand, or the Philippines, or whatever
those high achieving places are. That’s the data they use all the time. That, as a world
power, shouldn’t we be keeping pace with whoever so we start buying into this notion
that education is broken. Yet, I don’t think anyone wants to replace the United States’
diversity and culture with the singular culture of one country that has a unique
struggle of its own. I just wonder who’s driving this. It just feels political.
While Betsie did not identify external control as coming from the state or legislators,
she did describe experiencing frustration from external control resulting from outside
business benefactors that influence curriculum, teaching practices, and consequently, teacher
evaluation. She accounted for it this way:
I know whole-heartedly that my principal is there for the kids. I know that. I love
working for her because of that. I know that not all principals are there for the kids in
that sense. But I also know that there are grants and other things that weigh over her,
in terms of, “you need to make sure—this money is telling you that you have to go
this way, and this money is telling you that you have to be specific in this area.” How
does she make sure that all of these things happen? Well, she tells you what areas you
have to center your goals or teaching around … One of our partners … is funded by a
business from here and we were told that the problem gap for lack of better words, is
through third and fourth grade in literacy. So, we, as third and fourth grade teachers,
had to make sure that we had some amount of [our] goal written toward literacy for
that. But, what’s proof? There wasn’t anything, no, just better scores … If you want
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me to have better scores in literacy, just give me more time so that they can practice
reading. Stop giving me more test prep stuff. Stop giving me all of these extra
materials that would have cost thousands of dollars. They just need practice to read.
They need reading practice. I just need time for you to let me do teaching and not
read from a script (frustration in voice). That’s what these kids need. They just need
practice. It’s frustrating that these corporations, foundations, people, the bigger
people—it’s all these business people, I swear they must all work together, because
they just buy into each other’s speeches because then these corporations say, “Oh, but
I talked to so-and-so over here and this will help your curriculum in literacy.”
Beyond Control
All five participants said they were particularly frustrated with being held accountable
for factors that are beyond their control, including students’ individual intellectual and
developmental levels, both above and below grade level; the instruction students received
and/or knowledge they retained from previous grade levels; social and family situations;
family socioeconomic status; students who are learning English as a second language;
students’ lack of experience and skill with technology; and technology hardware failure and
software malfunction issues.
Ava and Grace expressed anger and frustration that variables well beyond their
control, including individual intellectual and developmental capabilities of their students,
social and family situations, and the socioeconomic status of their students, affected the
outcome of assessments used for evaluation of both students and teachers.
Although Ava’s students do not take computerized assessments, she described her
frustration with circumstances beyond teachers’ control specifically related to her school and
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the legislated requirement of tying students’ test scores to evaluation. She explained, “We
have a lot of poor test-takers … then we tie that to evaluations. How’s that working for you?”
She was especially angry with the state legislature when she said, “They can’t figure out the
MEAP, but that’s what we’re going to tie, maybe, possibly, teacher’s 50% of their job
evaluation to?” She continued with anger and sarcasm in her voice:
I can’t even speak to that because you tell me how well this child’s going to do: the
one that’s sleeping in the bathtub, who didn’t have breakfast, who ate 16 hours ago
and got to school late and I’m grabbing something out of a snack cabinet, who’s been
up all night, but they’re going to do really, really well on that test that just happens to
just fall that day and that’s going to determine their success and mine. It makes no
sense … It isn’t about, “I didn’t get the job done.” It’s about, “How can I make them
more successful and what do we need to do? What’s interplaying here?” You don’t
have control over so many of those variables. I don’t have control about what
happens in the summer. I don’t have control about what happens when you leave this
door. I don’t have control about what you eat. I don’ have control about when you go
to bed. I don’t have control about when you get up. I don’t have control if you were
bathed, [or] your hygiene. I don’t have the control if you sat in front of a TV all night,
played video games, or if you went outside and played. But they all impact what you
do in here every day—every single one of those. So, you’re asking me to do
something when I control a very small percent of the variables that impact their
ability to learn.
While Grace’s frustrations around student intellectual and developmental capabilities,
family situations, and socioeconomic status were similar to Ava’s, Grace described her
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frustrations as they related to her own classroom. She explained, “43% of my class was
special education and Title [1], so I did have 43% of 23 kids that struggled tremendously, and
I’m told that shouldn’t make a difference. But, I don’t understand how it can’t.” Grace also
described student behaviors that were frustrating and beyond her control. She explained that
“one child was having a fit” when her principal was in her classroom during her first
evaluation observation, yet she also said she was “actually kind of glad because sometimes
they come in and everything is just fine and they think it’s that way all the time.” She
continued:
But they’re leaving out, again, that human component. They don’t see the families
[and] what’s happening with their families. The families that live in a car and the
child comes to school, you can’t not take that into consideration. It’s like they have
blinders on … When we have discussions, and we say, “Look. I have a student six
hours a day and I can only do so much. When they go back into an environment that
is unbelievable, do you really think that just my good teaching is going to pull this
person out?” … We all joke about that. They [administrators] say, “Every child can
do everything when we say they can, if you do your job.” The metaphor is, “Okay, we
have a quadriplegic, and one of the Common Core [standards] is [develop] his gross
and fine motor skills. Are you telling me if I spend enough time with him, I’ll be able
to get him out of the wheel chair? No. Some things you just can’t do.”
Like Ava and Grace, Michael described frustration being held accountable for student
growth regardless of student intellectual and developmental capabilities. He explained that
his evaluation is based on student growth as determined only by Discovery Education (DE)
test scores whether a student is highly achieving, does poorly on the initial test in the fall, or
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has a severe learning difficulty. He described a situation with a student with learning
difficulties this way:
After talking with her parents, [they said] she was adopted, fetal alcohol syndrome,
just a lot of things that I was really kind of curious about [because I was] not
understanding what was going on with her anyway. I was already feeling that. The
test gave me a chance to call parents and say, “Hey, can we talk for a little bit?” Then
they kind of opened up to addiction, and other things. For that reason, it’s been
positive. But, no matter what that student’s issue is, physical health wise, emotional—
their data still counts. Their data is still a part of my data. It’s that idea that, “They’re
still yours. What are you doing?”
He also described what happens when students either score poorly or very well on the DE
test in the fall:
If you are in an at-risk school, and you get students in your classroom who had a poor
teacher and came to you very low, then the first time they took that test, they could do
very poorly. Even though they weren’t at grade level, you could still show that, in the
year that you had them, that they would have grown. The problem then becomes an
opposite one for high achieving students. If you had a student that did exceptionally
well on the first test, you can’t show growth on that student either because they
capped out very early on. Now, I may have challenged them and grown them beyond
but this test won’t capture that. It has a ceiling built in because it’s not an adaptive
test—they can’t start to test on second grade items, or third grade content, to prove
that they learned more that year.
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Moreover, because the only data used for his evaluation is student growth as
determined by the online DE test, his primary frustration was with problems associated with
students’ lack of expertise with technology and hardware and software malfunctions beyond
his control. He said the DE test is administered in computer labs, “students are side by side in
computer labs for an hour worth of time. Labs fail in the middle of a test,” and that it is a
frustrating challenge “getting 25 first graders—or kindergartners—logged into a test, and
then hoping that they’re listening and clicking at the right time.” He continued:
We’ve changed to a whole new data collection tool now this year, which is a
computerized test for first graders in reading and math … They sit down with
headphones and click through 30 questions. I don’t interact with them at all, just the
computer … We’ve been having a number of problems with test sites crashing
because of bandwidth, or because of the computer or whatever the thing is. But
Wednesday, I gave the math test. I made sure I gave it right after recess so they kind
of had a little energy burned off. Luckily, I had an aide set up all of our tests for us.
All they had to do was go down and click their name and put on headphones and go.
There was a little planning on my part in order to make sure that it goes pretty
smoothly. We walked down to the lab—we’ve installed this kind of makeshift second
computer lab, so that we can have two labs in the building. This one has narrow
aisles, and you’re tripping over [things]; it’s just not an optimal test environment. We
go down. Kids get started. They click on their name. Three questions in, about five of
the computers crash. The questions won’t move forward. It keeps asking them for
codes. That’s typically my time to just listen and see if people are having a problem
with headphones so I can quietly walk over to adjust it, or do whatever. For all those
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to go down at the same time, and then have to re-log them back in, and find while
they’re waiting and other kids are marching forward started creating this atmosphere
of — that I had no control over.
Emma echoed Michael’s frustration and anxiety related to lack of student experience
with online testing as well as numerous technical problems associated with online
assessments over which neither she or her students have control. Emma’s evaluation is
determined by her students’ Discovery Education English language arts (ELA) assessment
and running records. The Discovery Education mathematics assessment is the only data used
to determine student growth for her evaluation. She explained:
When they take it in September, January, and May, they have to do two tests because
they have to do the ELA portion and a math portion. It takes a lot of time, just
because we’re talking little kids (laughs). Even just logging onto the computer, and
then onto the test, takes so much time. I can tell that my kids and I are feeling
extremely frustrated before they even started the test because it takes so long for them
to just log on. At the beginning of the year, they’re still basically first graders in
September, so they’re still working on the process of logging onto the computer.
Then we have to get to the site. Then they have to put in a code every time. There’s a
code for different days on different tests. And then they have to type their name. Then
they have to click on their name. It snowballs. After you do all of that 20 minutes is
passed and you haven’t even started a test. That’s frustrating. I can tell my stress level
rises just from that, because I know there’s so much at stake on that one online
assessment and then we can’t even get logged in properly (laughs) half the time …
There’s always some sort of technological problem that has to arise at that moment,
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like headphones not working so that the kids can’t even hear the stories being read to
them. [The kids let me know that] but then we have minimal amounts of computers,
so I can move some kids to a computer that isn’t being used, but at some point, I run
out of the extra computers … We [also] have a lot of computers that on the monitor
will say, “No signal,” or whatever—for whatever reason—so you can’t even see
anything on the screen and I can’t fix that. I’ve got 27 students that I’m trying to get
logged into this assessment … Then once we are actually into the test and everyone
has started, it can take anywhere from 10 minutes to an hour or more for the kids to
take the test.
Betsie echoed Michael and Emma in her frustration with students’ lack of experience
with technology and the difficulty in showing student growth when a student scored very
well on the initial assessment. She described it this way:
I get that the MAP test is adaptive with the students’ answers and what their score
was … but I don’t think that the students know that the better that you do, the harder
the questions are going to be. How do you say that to all of them? … I had a student
who was at winter of fourth grade level in the fall of third grade. When you’re at that
point, it is hard to reach your goal or get better. That’s fine if you stay the same but
how do you explain that? And, that didn’t matter because it was the number that
wasn’t where it was supposed to be. With MEAP there’s MEAP practice. You can
kind of understand and teach the questions that they’ll be taught. But with MAP there
isn’t that aspect so it’s just fingers crossed that you did all of the stuff and I taught
you it correctly and you’ll remember, because it covers such vast subject areas. Parts
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of it, because it’s on the computer, are things that our kids won’t have access to. They
don’t have computers at home and we get computer lab once a week.
Unique to Betsie was frustration related to her “English as a second language” (ESL)
students who have spent their K–2 years learning in Spanish and primarily speak Spanish at
home and during the summer, and with students’ past experiences and instruction in school:
I know that we are evaluated based on our MEAP and our MAP scores. We have
talked as a staff that both of those things shouldn’t necessarily be—because I’m a
third grade teacher doesn’t mean that I’m the only person that should be affected by
their MEAP scores, because in the end, I’m not the one that taught them some of that
stuff, kindergarten through third grade has taught them that stuff. When they get to
fifth grade those should be the best grades [test scores]. If you think about it, they’ve
had the most teachers and most experiences to have the best chance possible. That’s
frustrating because I know that my kids have a hard time with it. They’ve spent the
last three years that they’ve been in school speaking and learning in Spanish and
they’ve spent the last three months that they’ve had on summer vacation only
speaking in Spanish, because if your mom only speaks to you in English, are you just
going to start speaking to her in another language? No. You’re going to speak to her
in what she speaks to you in. Then, two months in, they’re supposed to take this test
that’s a different language than they are speaking? Of course, I’m not going to start
speaking to them in English right when they walk through the door, I try as much as I
can, but I need to support them and just speaking to them in English when I know
how to speak to them in Spanish, that’s not fair. I don’t think it’s right that we’re
graded [evaluated] on that sense.
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Antithesis
As I compared participants’ past experiences of performance evaluation of any type
and in any setting before the 2011 legislation changes were implemented with participants’
experiences of performance evaluation after the changes were implemented in their school
district, it became clear to me that their evaluation experiences after the legislation were
antithetical to anything they have ever experienced in their past or their profession. A
discussion of this theme is therefore organized into two clusters: “antithetical to past” and
“antithetical to profession.”
The cluster “antithetical to past” compares participants’ evaluation experiences in a
variety of settings prior to the enactment of the legislation of 2011 with their evaluation
experiences after the legislation was enacted. For Ava, Emma, Grace, and Michael the
legislation was initially implemented by their districts during the 2011–2012 school year and
changes to the evaluation process continued during the 2012–2013 and 2013–2014 school
years; therefore, “past” refers to evaluation experiences prior to 2011–2012 school year. In
Betsie’s case, while her district followed the same implementation time line, she did not
begin actual employment in the profession until the 2013–2014 school year. Therefore, for
Betsie, “past” refers to evaluation experiences prior to the 2013–2014 school year.
As I began to analyze the cluster “antithetical to profession,” I identified two distinct
sub-sections, “evaluation as professionals,” and “professional beliefs and values.” The subsection “evaluation as professionals” provides a discussion of the antithesis between
participants’ descriptions of their experiences with the evaluation processes that were
currently in place in their respective districts in compliance with the 2011 legislation when I
conducted the interviews for this research and how they said they want to be evaluated as
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professionals. The sub-section “professional beliefs and values” provides a discussion related
to how participants perceive the testing and teaching practices associated with evaluation
processes and policies that have been established since the legislation as antithetical to their
professional beliefs and values about teaching.
Antithetical to Past
Ava, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael all described their past experiences with
performance evaluation as a learning process that consisted of feedback on what was done
well and helpful criticism intended to improve performance, or to “get better” at whatever the
activity being evaluated without judgment, fear of being terminated from employment, or
fear of being prevented from continuing the activity being evaluated. They all described the
experience of being evaluated under the current evaluation system is antithetical to any of
their past experiences with performance evaluation in a variety of settings.
In this discussion, “past” experiences are defined as including evaluation experiences
prior to the legislation of 2011 or, in Betsie’s case, before entering professional employment
as a teacher in 2013. “Current” experiences are defined as including evaluation experiences
after the enactment of the legislation of 2011 up to the time I conducted the research
interviews.
Emma compared being evaluated in her job as a store clerk during high school with
her current evaluation experience. She said, “I wasn’t really evaluated on my job in high
school though.” When I asked her how she was able to continue in that employment, she
laughed and said, “because I liked it.” She explained:
It wasn’t as stressful or filled with pressure because you just went to your job … and
you helped people, stocked shelves, and did all the things that were required of you
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without repercussion, without fear, without anxiety. Someone could say, “Oh, maybe
next time we should do this,” but it was done just in a friendly manner. It wasn’t this
big sit down with our computers and all of our paperwork out in front of us, and you
need to sign on the dotted line. It was just more a learning opportunity and then you
can do better next time—just as long as you’re bettering yourself—that makes sense
to me.
She said the current evaluation process was not helping her to become a better teacher:
It’s making me scared (laughs) and it’s making me mad. And it’s making me stressed
out. The feedback that I get is, “We should do more probes so that they can do better
on this test.” It’s just all about teaching to a test. Anyone can teach to a test. That
doesn’t make you a good teacher. There could be terrible teachers out there with great
data because they’re spending all their time doing probes on computers … Absolutely
there are great teachers out there that are getting considered minimally effective
because of a test when you know that they’re in there doing their job the best that
they can every single day and that’s just unfortunate.
When I asked Michael about his past performance evaluation experiences, Michael
said, “I was never in those situations where I had work evaluations or any kind of
performance evaluation.” The experience closest to a performance evaluation that he could
recall that was not related to teaching was belonging to an art guild when he was growing up.
He explained:
We would have all-day, eight-hour studio sessions together, which were always
followed by a critique of people’s work … We learned how to be positive with what
we were saying, and to say what we liked and what we didn’t understand in terms of
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very specific things. But, it always felt constructive and it always felt like people
were being very careful and considerate of your creation, your creativity that was
sitting before everybody. It was just a collegial feel in the room and I always
welcomed it.
Michael compared his past evaluation experiences with his current evaluation
experience by thinking back to his teacher evaluation experiences before the legislation as a
student teacher and as a demonstration teacher for his district. As a student teacher, Michael
said, “[I started] inviting that sort of critique from [someone in] a leadership position … to
come in and help me to grow as a teacher then. I just wanted someone to give me a fresh
perspective.” He said no matter who is sitting in and watching you, “You’re weighing every
word and every interaction, and that’s a stressful time.” Yet, he said he “never felt attacked”
and found evaluations were “helping me to kind of hone my craft” because, “it was someone
really taking notice of you. I just remember there being a very positive experience … I didn’t
feel like I messed up … someone was just carefully saying, ‘Have you considered this’”? He
continued, “those first evaluations were definitely not stressful in terms of worry—just huge
worry,” like they are now.
Ava described her past performance evaluation experiences in sports during her high
school days as resulting in getting critical feedback and then setting goals and working hard
to improve. She explained:
I was in sports. I ran track and played basketball, but we’ll stick to track. If you have
one of the fastest times, you’re going to be placed in that event. The evaluation of that
is, if you continue to be successful in that event—whether it be high jump or sprints
or relays or whatever. [If not, your coach might say], “Well, you know, you’re not
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meeting your time, and this person’s time is here, so we’re going to have to let this
person take this position.” Then your goal then would be to work hard to earn your
position back or continue to grow—put in the work—whatever it means—run more,
do this more, figure out the mechanics of what you need to do, and put that energy
and effort into achieving whatever that goal is.
Ava said she believes that it is important to include positive reinforcement and
feedback as a part of teacher evaluations, but feels is it missing in her current experience. She
faults Michigan legislators as being responsible for this missing component rather than her
own administrators. She said:
That part of the evaluation system is important because I think it validates what
you’re doing and it helps you look at areas that maybe you haven’t looked at, that
fresh eyes have seen that have said, “This could make you more [effective and] even
better as a teacher. This is the area I think that you might want to look at.” That kind
of feedback is positive. But the way that the state has gone about it has just made it
feel bad.
Betsie’s first job was as a lifeguard. She said she was not evaluated other than taking
swimming tests. She said, “That didn’t really feel—at the time it didn’t really feel like an
evaluation. You just had to do it. If you couldn’t swim, you couldn’t be the lifeguard.” She
also described a past experience from her student teaching internship with her university field
instructor:
I [was] halfway through teaching a math lesson to my fifth graders, and I taught them
something incorrectly. My field instructor caught it but didn’t—it was such a great
teachable moment by her. She did not say, “Hey Betsie, you taught them this
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incorrectly,” and she didn’t say, “Hey, call her out on this.” But, she noticed a student
who had done it the correct way, and didn’t listen to what I had said, went up to her
quietly, and said, “Hey, I think you should raise your hand and tell Ms. Betsie the
other way that she learned—or that you got this answer,” and so it came from the
student. It was a really great way of making me not feel like, “You blew it.” It just
helped me, I feel like, as an educator with that student, [to remember that] everyone
makes mistakes … I wasn’t marked down in my evaluation later as like, “That was a
poor lesson because you taught that problem incorrectly.” It was just a, “Hey, take a
look at how that situation happened. How can you learn from that?” The reflection
aspect of that evaluation, I think, is much more powerful than just a number grade.
Betsie compared her past evaluation experiences with the cooperating teachers she
worked with during her teacher student teaching at Evergreen with her current evaluation
experience as a first-year teacher at Evergreen. She refered to her current teacher evaluation
rating as a “grade.” She described the vastly different experiences in this way:
It is really sad—really crummy that it’s come down to that, because when I was in
college, I remember feeling like I would get the evaluations and words from the
cooperating teachers that I would work with for a couple of hours a week [saying],
“This is really great. I loved that you would just step in and do this kind of work.”
And so, you leave thinking, “Oh yeah, I got this. I’m nailing it.” Then you get into it
by yourself as a professional teacher, and you’re just [thrown] to the wolves. Because
it’s only your principal who’s evaluating you, in my situation and then these wolf-like
teachers who just want to know—only care about the number, which is really hard
because it’s not just the evaluation and the rubric that you’re graded on. It’s graded
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on, what lesson did you end up teaching? Was your principal interested in what you
were teaching? If she wasn’t, you’re probably not going to get a good grade from that
aspect to start with and that’s not fair. You’ve got to teach some certain things
regardless so, I don’t know. Then, what if your kids do something crazy that day? I
don’t know. There’s always a vomiter in there, I’m sure (laughs) and just, life
happens. There isn’t a box in that rubric that says, “How did you deal with the life
situation that came about in your classroom today?” and I think there should be.
When Grace thought back to her past performance evaluation experiences, she
thought back to when she was being graded as a college student. Like Emma, Michael, Ava,
and Betsie, she described it as a learning experience. She said:
I remember when I was working on my master’s, I did a very extensive research
project … and my [child] became very ill and was hospitalized during that time. I
didn’t get my paper in until two days after the deadline. I was bound and determined,
even if I failed the course, that I was going to hand deliver that paper that I spent a
year writing. I went to my professor and said, “I’m not pleading an excuse or asking
for an extension, but I just want you to know, this is why this is late. You don’t have
to read it, I just want you to know that” and I handed him the paper … it was for me. I
didn’t care if I got an “F” or an “A,” but I couldn’t let that go. I didn’t want him to
think I didn’t take that seriously. A week later, I got a phone call from him and he
asked me to present that at the next National Council for Children with Disabilities.
So, I worked on the preparation with my research partner … Two days before [the
presentation], my [child] ended back up in the hospital in intensive care so my partner
had to present for me. I missed that opportunity. But, again, it was okay with me
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because that paper, I think, was published at [the university] on microfiche when I
was there. I don’t know if it still is. That’s when I realized that a grade to me didn’t
mean (pause) I mean it meant a lot. I probably learned more through that process than
anything … I was very grateful and I learned a great deal from that man. He was
wonderful.
Grace said that until she received the minimally ineffective rating this past year as a
result of her first evaluation observation, she had always had “very favorable evaluations.”
She explained that she did not feel the current half-hour observation provided an accurate
picture of her actual teaching, and she felt judged. This is in contrast to her past evaluation
experiences as a college student and as a teacher. When I asked Grace if that evaluation
helped make her a better teacher, she explained, “Honestly I don’t think [it has]. I did a lot of
soul-searching.” She described what happened during the post-observation conference this
way:
I made arrangements—set up the meeting … So, it’s the principal, director of
personnel, and myself, and I had the president of our local … I believe he [principal]
opened it and said, “Obviously, you know the evaluation was minimally effective and
that’s why I asked you to bring representation, and that’s why [the director of
personnel is here].” He said, “Let me go through it and we’ll discuss.” … Basically,
they go over it [evaluation document] step by step … Well, we got through the first
two sentences and that took a half hour because there was the first discrepancy—or
contradictory statements—that I didn’t understand, the director of human resources
didn’t understand, and the union president didn’t understand … The first part that was
evaluated was the content area. The opening sentence of what was being evaluated
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said, “Knowledge of content area,” which in this case was math. The first sentence
said that I was highly effective in my content area of mathematics. The second
sentence said, “However, minimally effective in subject area.” I was very confused by
that because I use those terms interchangeably. When I asked, “Can you explain this
to me because I don’t know how to correct it if I don’t understand what it means?” he
[the principal] couldn’t explain it. He didn’t know … I didn’t get any, “This is what I
mean.” … That still bothers me because I don’t know what that means, so I haven’t
been able to work on that … When we asked him what that meant, or “explain it,” [he
said] “I feel like you have an effective understanding of the content, but knowledge of
the subject area [is minimally effective].” I thought that was the same thing—I still
don’t know how it’s different … He [the principal] kept saying, “Remember, this is
just a snapshot. Why are you so upset?” I said, “That’s a snapshot that has me looking
pretty bad, in my eyes. Yeah, you’re right. It was just a snapshot. But you judge me
on just that snapshot.”
Antithetical to Profession
The participants in this study are all dedicated professional teachers who spoke
enthusiastically about their love of teaching children and the teaching profession. They spent
their college years studying, learning education pedagogy and what it means to be a teacher.
Throughout their careers, they have worked to improve their own teaching and increase
student learning. They all recounted their contributions to improve teaching and learning not
only within their own schools, but also to the profession of teaching, in a variety of ways. It
is their experience and deep belief that evaluation, including performance evaluation, should
be a positive constructive learning experience that provides a fair and accurate assessment,
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positive reinforcement of what is going well, and constructive feedback or instruction for
improvement. Central to evaluation is the intention of helping a person to learn to get better
at, or improve whatever is being evaluated.
In other words, as professionals they perceive that they are in the business of
teaching, they view the elements of evaluation—assessment, reinforcement, teaching, and
learning—as so tightly connected it is antithetical to what they know and believe to separate
those elements or to evaluate—or be evaluated—without the intention of improvement. I
have organized this cluster into two sections: “evaluation as professionals,” compares
participants’ current evaluation process experiences with how they think of evaluation and
want to be evaluated as professionals and “professional beliefs and values,” describes how
participants perceive the current evaluation process as precipitating teaching practices and
testing procedures that are antithetical to their professional beliefs and values about teaching.
Evaluation as professionals. During the evaluation process, teachers themselves
become the “learners.” Ava, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael view themselves as
professionals. They all articulated a need for teacher performance evaluation, and they want
to be evaluated authentically and in a fair manner. They expressed an intense desire to know
what it takes to achieve a highly effective rating, and they want that highest rating to be an
achievable goal. They all communicated that they have very high standards for themselves
and want feedback that will help them to improve. Even Ava and Michael, who received the
highest rating of highly effective, want to know what to do to improve.
For the participants in this study, evaluation used to be an accurate, rich assessment
that provided a positive constructive learning experience that not only provided areas for
improvement, it reinforced and built confidence in teachers’ growth as professionals.
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Evaluation policies and procedures have been implemented by their districts because of the
legislation of 2011, particularly around the requirement that performance evaluation systems
“be based ‘in significant part’ on student growth and be used to inform decisions regarding
placement, promotion, compensation, and retention” (Keesler & Howe, 2012). This has
transformed evaluation into a high-stakes event.
Betsie, Emma, Grace, Michael now experience evaluation as the antithesis of what
they know and believe about evaluation and how they want to be evaluated as professionals.
They all describe it as a stressful, anxiety-filled experience that provides an inaccurate
glimpse of their teaching, reduces the complexities of teaching to a numeric score, and
diminishes confidence. They feel judged, that they must defend their right to exist as teacher,
and receive little to no feedback on what they are doing right or how they might improve
their teaching. For them, how to attain a ranking of highly effective is a mystery at best and
deliberately arbitrary and unattainable at worst.
Michael explained that before the legislation, being evaluated was a positive learning
experience. He said he received both positive reinforcement and feedback for improvement,
but never felt attacked. His experience since the 2011 legislation is very different. Michael
explained he wants to be evaluated like a professional so he can improve, but he is not
receiving the kind of feedback he needs to accomplish that. He described it this way:
No coaching. No dialogues encouraged. Because that would be really helpful
conversation to teachers to just say—and for administrators—to brainstorm what
might that look like in a first-grade classroom, or a second, or a third so that there was
a better understanding of, “What will that look like when I see it?” It’s not as easy as
a checklist. It just isn’t … We want to do better. We want to be told how to move to
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forward. We want to have a conversation. We want to know, “What are you looking
for? Where have you seen it? Give me a teacher’s name. Give me something.” And
there’s no help forward on that. It’s very frustrating that you’re all stabbing as a group
to try to hit a target that I’m not even sure they know what it is … But, to have you sit
down only once a year, try to hit it, and then do all of your own thinking about why
you didn’t—it’s crazy … It’s simply a score and you’re done. We have our formal
data piece connected to all of the other pieces, the walk-throughs and the formal,
coming up week after next. She has allocated 10 minutes to each person in the
building [for the] summative, here’s your grade. Here’s your score out of 100. Ten
minutes. And there’s been no dialogue along the way.
Michael also expressed concern that achieving a highly effective rating is a moving
target. His experience has led him to believe that administrators in his district “know exactly
how many” teachers are going to be ranked at each of the four categories, highly effective,
effective, minimally effective, and ineffective. He said:
I think they know those numbers when they move into their year. They kind of
assume who they’re going to be and they make it happen by planning their walkthroughs at times when they’ll look good or planning their walk-throughs right after a
tornado drill … Last year … right before final numbers came out for the district, there
was a principal’s meeting and we received an email that everything—all the data—
was being reevaluated, and they were reassessing how it was going to be interpreted
and that we would know by such-and-such a date where we fell on the
effective/ineffective/highly effective bell curve … All of the things that they said were
going to be like, “If this percentage of your students got this in this and this,” those
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things all changed (snaps fingers) in a meeting at the end of the year. What they had
set up as how they were going to distribute that data, and what it would mean, was
rethought, reconfigured, and then we were all given our ineffective/effective/highly
effective ratings. Our thinking [was] that they looked at how many they wanted to
have ineffective, how many they wanted to have effective, how many wanted to have
highly effective, and they actually did a net number for the effective. They made it
harder to get highly effective and less easy to get ineffective … we got the new
numbers and it made a lot of people happy who would have ended up ineffective. But
it also made people that would have been highly effective miss it by two or three
points. The fact that they can just arbitrarily do that at a meeting date with
administrators so that they can show a district, I don’t know, report—I don’t really
know. It just seems like, “Is it really supposed to be that arbitrary? That an entire
school district can pivot on a meeting between administrators?” It just—it felt—it
feels very wrong. It feels terrible. It feels (long pause) it just feels, (pause) yeah. You
feel helpless. You feel completely helpless in the system.
Emma echoed Michael’s past and current evaluation experiences. Her past evaluation
experiences were positive learning experiences; she received both positive reinforcement and
feedback for improvement, and she wants to be evaluated as a professional so she can
improve as a teacher. Like Michael, her current experience is very different. Her evaluation
has been reduced to a number, she feels judged, and she is not getting the feedback she needs
to improve as a professional. She described her experience being evaluated as a teacher
before the legislation was enacted with her evaluation experience after the legislation this
way:
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I don’t feel like [the current evaluation system] is [helping me to get better], really.
We still have classroom observations now, but in the past, you’d sit down and talk
about all of the positive things that you saw or that your administrator saw and then
things that you can do to improve on—not that you did bad on anything, but just,
“You’re already here. Let’s get you here,” ways to just continue to grow—things to
try out. And that makes sense, because then I can walk away and go try different
things with the goal of being a better teacher, and ultimately helping my students.
Whereas now it’s just, “Well, here’s the beginning of the year. Here’s the end of the
year. You have ‘X’ percentage of students at a level one, level two, level three, level
four.” Then you walk out of the room with no real feedback in what you should be
doing, except for maybe, “We need to do more probes next year,” which is what
everyone was told. It’s just kind of a different feel because everyone is so focused on
the data so you can do better on a test, if that makes sense … What I think is
interesting too, is that we also have our classroom observations too, so you do talk to
your administrator after those observations about what they saw and things that you
did well on, things that you might want to try, which is helpful. But, when we went in
for our final summative evaluation, there was no mention of how you are in the
classroom with your kids. It was only about our data. We need to do more probes next
year [was the only feedback]. The kids will just be better at taking an online test. I
think that’s all that matters … I don’t think it is [a reflection of my teaching], in all
honesty. I think that if I taught to the test it would, but I don’t believe in teaching to a
test. So, no, I really don’t think a test can evaluate how I am as a teacher. If you want
to know how I am as a teacher, come into my classroom and watch me. Watch me
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have conversations with my students. Watch me teach a whole-group lesson. Watch
how my classroom is managed and then you’ll know who I am as a teacher. A level
on a Discover Education [assessment] does not tell you who I am as a teacher.
Emma also echoed Michael’s concern that evaluations are not an authentic reflection
of teaching when she said she has heard rumors that administrators have determined in
advance how many teachers will fall into each of the ranking categories. Although she
acknowledged she did not hear this first-hand, she is nonetheless concerned and frustrated.
She explained:
Something I heard, which is interesting too—and again this could be hearsay—some
of the teachers had heard that only a certain number of teachers within a building
could be highly effective. Like, you can’t have too many highly effective teachers.
[Principals] have to monitor how many teachers are getting highly effective. I don’t
know [how they do that] ... But that was talked about multiple times. They had heard
it from, I think even an administrator, I can’t remember for certain. But I almost feel
like it was from an administrator, that they could only have a certain number of highly
effectives. Why is that? I don’t understand that. I don’t know why they would cap
that. That doesn’t really make sense. How true are the evaluations then? Are some
people getting effective when they really should be highly effective, but they can’t
because there are too many highly effectives? Are they marking you down on things
that you really shouldn’t be marked down on so you don’t get to highly effective?
How authentic is any of this? How does it really paint a true picture of a teacher if
these things are really occurring? It does not give you any idea how that teacher is as
a teacher.
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Like Emma and Michael, Grace spoke about how she would like to be evaluated. She
was particularly frustrated with the current evaluation process because her district has
eliminated the pre-observation conference and she does not feel the evaluation “tool” used is
appropriate for teachers at the elementary level. She said:
I guess I would just want someone to come into my room unannounced any time but
several times. Not just one scheduled half hour and then judge me on that. I feel like
I’m being judged without [the evaluator] knowing the background or anything of the
kids or the antecedents to the situations that happened [during the evaluation]. You
don’t have the opportunity to explain that. And of course, … if I’m doing something
wrong, obviously, I want to know and want to be able to correct it. But I’ve always
had very favorable evaluations until this past year. Which I found so odd because, in
my experience I feel I’m getting better and better year after year. It only makes sense.
You learn from your mistakes. [With] this evaluation the person that was evaluating
me couldn’t even explain his responses. I found that very puzzling until through
discussion and debates, that he didn’t really agree with it either and didn’t feel it was
a good tool to use for elementary teachers. But it’s the only one we had, and so that’s
the way it goes.
Like Michael and Emma, Grace’s past evaluation experiences were positive. Her
current evaluation experience was different from Michael and Emma only in that she initially
received a rating of minimally effective, yet similar because her end of the year rating was
effective. Grace does not specifically describe how she would like to be evaluated; however,
as she described her first evaluation observation, which occurred late in the year, it was clear
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to me that her experience was the opposite of how she wanted to be evaluated. She was
devastated:
I really don’t feel (pause) when I read my evaluation, there’s not a lot about my actual
teaching. An example was they [principals] take photographs during your evaluation,
and the photographs [he took] were of a little girl whose head was turned away from
the table. I had a [special needs] child who was throwing a fit with the social worker
and the OT [occupational therapist] at another table, and so that was photographed,
but not the kids that were getting 100% on their math exercises that we were doing. I
was told that the lesson was minimally effective, and I had a minimally effective grasp
on the content. But, when I presented all of their papers, all except the five special
education kids got 100%—and it was curriculum that I wrote for the district, that was
once considered pretty good … I was losing confidence and starting to believe that I
was truly an ineffective teacher. I resigned from all the committees—everything that I
did in the district over and above during my summers, at night, on the weekends.
Like Michael and Emma, Grace does not believe it is possible for every teacher to
achieve a highly effective rating because she believes that administrators in her district know
in advance who will be ranked in each category, that administrators are positively biased
toward teachers they are friends with, and that they use evaluation ratings as rationale for reassigning teachers to different positions and also to get rid of veteran staff who are at the top
of the pay scale. When Grace said, “I don't know how other districts are. It's just a function of
how much money you have, or if you need to get rid of staff to save money, this is how you
do it,” I asked if she meant getting rid of the most seasoned staff. She replied, “Exactly. They
could hire two people for me—two people right out of college for me.” I then asked if she
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thought it was possible for every teacher in her building to attain highly effective and she
replied, “No.” When I asked if not, why not, she explained:
Well, I think intentionally [not possible or attainable for every teacher to be highly
effective], if everybody’s doing a good job, then there’s no grounds to move people—
there’s nothing. You’re in good standing. We know who’s going to get highly
effective every year and they do—they’re the best friends of the evaluators. I’m not
saying they’re not good teachers, but when you’re evaluating your best friend, it’s a
little bit different. It’s hard to sort that out too. If you [as principal] know what they
[your teacher friends] really meant … Where, he might not know what I [really
meant], you know what I’m saying? I’m okay with that. Most of us know that—and
that’s why we say, “We just want to get effective. We know we’re effective.” Yeah,
I’d like to be highly effective, but I don’t’ think it’s possible for me.
As a first-year teacher, Betsie had never experienced teacher evaluation as a
professional teacher prior to the legislation of 2011. Betsie was at Evergreen School for her
student teaching experience during the 2012–2013 school year. She was not part of the
evaluation process that year, but she was aware that teachers were upset about it. She did not
understand why they were upset—even disagreed with them until she experienced the full
evaluation process herself during her first year as a professional teacher the next school year,
2012–2014. Betsie described how she felt she was misled and explained how she came to
change her mind this way:
Sitting down as a new teacher, I [thought], “So, why were these teachers so pissed
about this? I could see how this would be the right way to go.” But then when you
actually get evaluated, I was like, “This is way more than what we were shown. There
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are just so many more elements to this.” Which could be good or bad. It was just so
different than the experience that we had at our PD of showing us what a highly
effective teacher looked like. Not only did the evaluation itself look attainable, but the
lesson that we watched [in] this video looked totally like something that a good
teacher could do, teaching area and perimeter using bulletin board strips—for sure,
with communication and discussion within small groups. Of course, any great teacher
could make that happen and move desks around. But then you do something like that
[the differentiation lesson], and somehow, it’s not good enough. How is that, because
you didn’t meet this one element? … you could just overall be not highly effective …
That doesn’t make sense to me … There were parts of that rubric that I feel like I
didn’t see during the year at all. One of them was in the professional rubric. To be
highly effective, I would have had to have written an article and been published or …
spoken at a conference … I feel like I would have zero credibility to do something
like that. People would look at me and [think], “You’re a first-year teacher. What do
you know about this?” I wouldn’t even feel comfortable standing up or publishing.
That doesn’t seem (stammers) fair to be evaluated on something like that when that’s
not my purpose of being a teacher. I’m not there to necessarily write things right
away. Aren’t I supposed to be there for the kids? It just didn’t feel right, so I asked
her, “How could I come about doing that?” And she said, “Well, maybe like one of
your papers you would write in a college course—like if you went back and got an
endorsement or something.” … It just seems like however this evaluation system was
put in place, it was too fast, without much thought of how the evaluators would
evaluate … I don’t think that there’s one great way to evaluate someone. I think more
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things need to be taken into consideration, for it to be a true picture of a teacher’s life.
I’m not saying it’s the only thing that I live for, but it’s my career and it’s something
that I know that—great teachers, that’s what they do. That’s who they are. It could be
really devastating that one person comes in and just gives their opinion that could be
subjective and that ruins it for them.
Betsie was particularly angry and frustrated with the brief observations used for her
evaluation, minimal principal support, and that she then must defend herself as a teacher. She
said:
I don’t feel like I went into this profession to be evaluated on how I’m doing based on
three 25-minute snippets of what’s going on in my classroom. I know that I
personally have spoken of this, time and time again at our PLCs with all these extra
people that are coming into our schools. These companies are like, “Well, how did
you get the score blah blah blah blah? What could your principal do to be helping
you?” Well, it would be more helpful if she could just come into our classrooms
every day to say “hi.” Those three times that she evaluated me were probably three
out of five times that she was able to even enter my classroom … I do [feel like I
really have to defend myself] … that’s hands down how I feel when I go into a post
observation of the evaluation, is that I’m like going into a defense with a judge and I
have my Danielson rubric ready to defend myself and how I deserve to be here and
I’m a good teacher. I don’t think that’s necessarily the best way to do it.
Professional beliefs and values. All five of the participants in this study consistently
expressed the desire to do what they have been trained to do as professionals: teach children.
They describe teaching children as a complex endeavor that involves much more than
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covering academic content and then testing students. To them, being a professional teacher
includes: deep student learning, using effective teaching practices, using authentic
assessment, building relationships with students and their families as well as caring about,
attending to, and developing their students’ social and emotional capabilities.
Ava, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael all expressed visible anger, frustration, fear,
and anxiety as they described what they perceive is a shift in focus away complex teaching
and deep learning to a focus on student test scores, which they attribute to the legislated
requirement of using student achievement data as a part of the teacher evaluation process.
They describe being urged, or in some cases required, by their administrators to use teaching
and testing practices that are antithetical to what they know, believe, and value as
professional teachers. They expressed concern that the recent emphasis on student testing and
test scores are having unintended consequences for their students. Ava has a slightly different
perspective. I have organized this sub-section into four further sub-sections, “testing
practices,” “unintended consequences of emphasis on testing,” “teaching practices,” and
finally, “a different perspective.”
Testing practices. Ava, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael expressed concerns about
a shift away from teaching to an emphasis on testing and student test scores. Four of five
participants—Emma, Betsie, Grace, and Michael—are required to give specific tests or
assessments to students several times a year for the primary purpose of measuring student
achievement for the evaluation process. Participants explained that this testing is in addition
to the usual classroom tests and assessments used for planning instruction and for monitoring
student progress for report cards. For Emma, Grace, and Michael, student progress data
collected for student report cannot be used as evidence for teacher evaluations. They do not

139

believe the additional tests that are given to students for the purpose of teacher evaluation or
the test results provide an adequate, authentic, or accurate glimpse of students and student
learning. I provide a separate discussion in the final sub-section for Ava because she provides
a slightly different perspective.
Betsie said the emphasis on testing and student test scores is evident in the goalsetting process in her district. She described it this way:
That has to be in our goal. Which is a clear sign to me that that’s all we’re really
looking at it in this data—that is the major thing that they’re looking at for
evaluations—how are your kids scoring overall? Are they college and career ready?
Are they hitting that target? Because we have to have that in there—do you really
care how I’m getting them there? Do you actually care about the other words that I’m
making for my goal? Does it matter? It matters to me.
Like Betsie, Emma expressed concerns about a shift in emphasis to testing and test
scores. Emma was visibly happy when she explained the things she loves about teaching and
became visibly distressed when she talked about her frustrations with the emphasis on testing
associated with teacher evaluation. She said she loves “talking to kids, building relationships
with kids, reading a story, and talking about the story—beginning, middle, end, characters,
problem, solution—things that are developmentally appropriate and that kids are interested
in.” She described her concerns about the shift to an emphasis on testing like this:
Kids get to share good news every day. I just love that because it gives the kids to
share important, awesome things that are happening in their lives. I think of working
with kids in math. I love math and just listening to them and how they’re thinking
through solving problems and how their thinking has changed from the beginning of
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the year to the end of the year. I love all of that stuff. I love to see the growth in my
students, but I love to see it authentically and what’s happening in the classroom. Or
if you have a kid that behaviorally is having problems at the beginning of the year and
is able to make improvements by the end of the year, that’s amazing to see. But no
one cares about that stuff. No one cares about the social piece or the emotional piece.
[Now] it’s all just about test scores … We don’t do anything with them aside from
test students with them [for teacher evaluation]. They could be, perhaps [used for
instruction], but I’m just not sure where in our day we would find time to integrate
Discovery Education. There are things you can do [called] probes and things like that,
but we are so jam packed with everything else we need to be doing. There’s not time
for that. And, then we’re supposed to be following certain methods of teaching, like a
reading workshop or a writing workshop, I don’t know how Discovery Education
probes fit into a workshop model (laughs) … If I could have my wish, I would take
away that evaluation based on data. Completely. I would like to take that away. Do I
think there’s a need for data? Yes. But I think it can be used in other ways. If we do
have to have an evaluation system where we are looking at data, I would like it to be
a bit more authentic and meaningful, as opposed to some online test that we don’t see
… [Report card data] doesn’t change my evaluation at all, which is (pause) I think is
when it’s frustrating—why are we doing all of these report card assessments then?
The report card assessments at least seem a bit more meaningful to me, because
they’re coming from our math program, or with writing, they’re coming from what
we’ve been doing with these units of study. That seems more authentic and
meaningful. Do I think they’re the greatest things out there? No. But at least seems
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better than an online test. So, that’s another frustration—we’re not looking at other
assessments that we’re doing—unit tests for math and things like that. That doesn’t
even get looked at. It’s all this online test and ... we can look at the Running Record.
When I asked Emma whether she felt the focus was on student achievement or the
data, she responded:
You know, I feel like—hmm. I don’t know how to say what I’m thinking. I think it’s
on the achievement. They want it to look good so that it looks like, “Oh, 95% of our
students were at this level,” so they look good to everybody. Mostly [it is] she, but the
teachers are required to follow suit … That’s what I feel like the data has done. It’s all
about looking good, and our students are here as opposed to, yours are not.
Emma is particularly concerned that students’ social and emotional development and
that family situations are being ignored. She became visibly upset when she said:
All that matters is that final score that comes out and I (stammer) I’m angered by that.
Because, why? Why? Is that really even showing anything about that student? No, it
is not. Come into my classroom and have a conversation with that student and see
what you get from just talking to them, and you’ll know much more about the student
than level two, level three, on this Discovery Ed assessment.
Grace echoed Betsie and Emma’s concerns about the shift from teaching to an
emphasis on testing and student test scores. In Grace’s district, data is 25% of her evaluation
and will increase to 40% next year. She feels like assessing students is valued more than
instruction by her administrator. This is frustrating for Grace because she feels the
assessments trivialize and ignore the “human” dimension of teaching. Grace said:
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I just feel like the evaluation isn’t about kids. It’s not about our interactions [with
kids] and what we do with kids. In the end, it’s always about the data and the test
scores. Everything revolves around that. What bothers me is, it’s almost like some
people have given up and said, “Okay, give me the bottom line and I’ll work
backwards. Tell me what they need to know. That’s what I’ll teach.” Obviously, we
do that, but there are a lot of other aspects of education that aren’t tested. You can’t
get data on the most important things at my grade level … If you read the tool, and
then try to picture a four-year-old, you’re thinking, “Whoa. Is this really appropriate?
Should that four-year-old be doing those things first semester kindergarten?” None of
the things that we have to assess and teach and work on are social/emotional. It’s just
all academics, how can you separate that? … I mentioned that at my evaluation
meeting. I said, “You know, at my level, kindergarten’s very different. It’s their first
school experience. It’s probably the grade where you have the most variance. You
have kids coming in that were just potty-trained … kids that are reading on a firstgrade level … kids that don’t know their address or their last name. Kids [that] like
school. Kids afraid of school … from terrible backgrounds. If I can have them leave
here in June feeling good about themselves, enjoying coming here every day, loving
to learn and explore, then if nothing else they have a solid foundation.” That was
disputed. That’s not important. This is important (emphasis in voice). The principal
[said] basically, “Yeah, that’s all nice. But this is the end [goal]—the data. The levels
they’re at.” How can you get here if you neglect all of these human things? It’s not
going to happen … It’s hard to do something that you feel sometimes is not only
redundant, but some of the stuff that we’re forced to do, I believe is harmful to four
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and five year olds. It’s too much too soon. They’re not developmentally ready. I fear
that some kids are going to shut down because they’re going to feel like failures,
when in fact they’re not supposed to know that [content] yet.
Because Grace teaches kindergarten, many of the assessments she does are one-onone with students. She finds it consumes a lot of her time and her administration seems to
place more value on testing than on actual teaching. She explained:
It takes weeks to go through a whole class. By the time you’re done assessing, you
could start over and already see some more growth. I would’ve liked to have gotten
one more in there, just to see if I could bump my readers at the B/C level to solid Cs.
That was the level that they [the district] wanted everyone to be at … Some
[assessments] are formative … some are observation. Observations are really hard
because they want you to chart … 97 math things that we have to observe. That’s a
lot … I know what my kids can do … as a teacher for this many years, you know. I
don’t write everything down because if I did, I would be taking valuable teaching
time away. Like my transitions do. But it doesn’t matter. If I have to have someone
come in so I can do data for two hours a day, they’re fine with that, even though it
takes away instructional time. It’s very odd to me. Sometimes they have aides whose
students are absent, so they’ll call and say, “Hey, so-and-so’s available for a half
hour. Do you want to do some assessing on kids?” You give them [the aides]
something fun to do. That’s [considered] educational time. But, as long as I’m
assessing and testing these little kids, they’re happy. I feel that’s all [I] do, is test, test,
test. It would be wonderful just to teach … You’re assessing all the time … If we just
came off a report card, we’re all excited cause it’s like, “We have two weeks. We can
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just teach and teach and teach. [In] two weeks we have to start assessing again.” … I
think, “Oh, maybe—, if I retire from teaching I’m not going to retire from doing
something. It’s just from teaching. I don’t want to, because I love the kids, if I could
just close the door and teach the kids—(pause) I would love to be an experiment and
to see if you gave me a group of kids for the year, and I didn’t have to follow any of
this, I would love to see what the data would show … [But] If that’s what they want,
[okay] but is that good for kids? Are we teaching them how to think? How to learn?
Or are we just dictating what we want them. I wonder how all this is going to transfer
and how many years of research are we going to have to look at to see the effect on
children? It will be interesting to see what my district’s data shows in a few years—
are kids’ reading better? Do they retain what they have learned or does it level off and
result in average grade level mastery?
“Data,” Michael said when I asked him what the focus of teacher evaluation was in
his district, mirroring the concerns of Betsie, Emma, and Grace. He is also concerned that the
focus on academic testing is not helping students learn all they can and need to learn and that
new teachers are doubting their ability to succeed in the profession. He explained:
It actually makes me very sad to see education disappearing in a sense of just
honestly taking care of children, giving them what they need. It’s much more than
academic. I sense it in new teachers too. I hear them saying it to me (small laugh),
“Did you know you would make it when you started?” I never had a doubt that I
would. “Did you think that you would be able to handle it?” I never had that notion, I
just knew I [would]; I just loved my job so much. I did not have the skills I have now
by any means, but I absolutely knew that my heart was in the right place. My
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intention was in the right place. I knew that I was consistent, and thorough and
parents knew that I cared about their kids, and that I was doing absolutely my best. If
I wasn’t, let’s talk about it. But, I do understand why they feel that way now. It’s high
pressure. It saddens me. I just don’t know where it’s going to end … It’s just the
notion that everything that you’ve done for a student all year—everything—has come
down to one 35-minute test and that somehow that’s a reflection of everything that
you’ve done—that one number or that one colored dot and how many of those
colored dots you have. That all the parent meetings, phone calls, emails, cuts, bruises,
sit-down sessions, and conferring—don’t matter? What we do is so human, to reduce
it to a number, or something that you can quantify, or you want to quantify as a
reflection of me—it’s just—it trivializes everything that we do. It’s almost like you
might as well just give them a math software program all year, test them at the end,
and say, “You know, this is how much the program helped you.” We just do more.
You can’t show confidence [or] someone’s inability to walk in without crying. You
know? Oh my gosh, I had a boy that cried every day for two months and every day
now he walks in like, “Hey, what’s up?” How do you measure that change? You
can’t. You just can’t. And it’s just unfortunate. They’re bringing us back to a number
and it just feels terrible. Teachers aren’t—it’s not what we do. We picked this job
because we’re helping people. But, it’s getting difficult to stay in the profession. The
anxiety is too much. It’s too much.
Michael explained that since the legislation, his district has shifted from using a
“running record,” which he felt gave accurate, authentic data about students’ reading
comprehension progress to DIBELS, which measured reading speed and fluency, and now to
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the Discovery Education test. In his district, the Discovery Education test is the only data that
can be used for the data portion of teacher evaluations, and it is given in addition to the other
assessments he uses to gather data to monitor student progress and plan instruction. He
explained:
We were first measuring running record scores. That was our first way, so running
records, doing accurate running records, making sure that the comprehension piece
was strong, and that you were doing that accurately [was important]. We started
having those conversations. Like, “How much did he move? Where is he at?” Then
running records [stopped being the assessment for evaluation] we didn’t even talk
about reading growth. We just talked about (claps) the fluency number every single
time. All of a sudden running records meant nothing … DIBELS is kind of
becoming—it’s kind of sliding out the door because Discovery Ed is taking its place.
As much as they’re saying, “Don’t worry about it,” it’s just a screener or whatever.
They’re also giving it [Discovery Ed test] too much credibility because they’re not
looking at any other data. They’re not looking at running records, or unit tests, or any
formative exams that, tests that we’re doing along the way ... We still do running
records to make sure that kids are growing. We still do DIBELS to make sure that
fluency is keeping up. We still do assessments in the classroom on different books we
read to make sure that comprehension skills are growing. I do interactive read-aloud
and gather their formative thoughts, as I question them on books individually. That’s
a whole different process. I still do conferring and reading. I still do conferring and
writing. I still do math unit tests. We still do quizzes. I still do interactive math too so
during my lessons I can gather specific data pieces on just questions that I ask whole-
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group. I’m gathering information all the time … I believe that our curriculum director
and our principal should be the place where we are able to ask questions, and show
and say and look—because every student is an individual, shouldn’t I be able to say,
“Let’s look at more pieces of this student than if they grew or read 30-six words per
minute? Can’t I show you more? Let me show you more.” Oddly enough, that’s not
differentiation either on their part, is it? No … Unfortunately, I do think that
Discovery Ed offers some very good information about where students are breaking
down in their knowledge. I think, a very good tool. However, its connection to our
evaluation has changed the mindset on how we feel about the tool. We’re not
evaluating the information that we’re seeing. We’re evaluating, “How’s this affecting
me?” It’s lost. We’re complaining about everything, rather than going, “Hm. Really?
I’m surprised. Oh, that doesn’t surprise me. Do you know what happened that day?”
Unintended consequences of emphasis on testing. Michael, Emma, Grace, and
Betsie are concerned that the shift to a focus on testing and test scores is having detrimental
effects on the children they teach, including added frustration, stress, and anxiety.
Michael said that he is concerned the shift in focus to student testing and test scores is
having an unintended, detrimental effect on students including anxiety. He explained:
I do think there’s administratively some sense of trying to prepare students for this
computerized test that’s coming in some sort of computerized test format. It just feels
like the wrong task for kids. I just wish someone would slow down and let us get a
greater understanding of Common Core, a greater understanding of (long pause) of
how skills grow throughout the years. I think we need to come back to developmental
appropriateness. Kindergarten is just—I’m fearful for young kids, and what we’re

148

asking of them. Very, very fearful … I think I am seeing effects. I do think that I am.
All this additional rigor and relevance are our ‘Rs’. I do think that we’re seeing a
generation coming up that’s more anxious. I do think we’re seeing students come up
who are less socially capable because kindergarten now is about ABCs, reading,
math, [and] (laughs) writing a paragraph. They haven’t learned not to hit each other
when somebody takes your crayon so we’re not dealing with the true, structured play
that we used to give kids in kindergarten … I’ve noticed a real increase in students on
anti-anxiety drugs in my classroom, which parents don’t always share right away,
until you ask questions about someone having a meltdown. Until the last two or three
years, I had never heard of “brushing.” You literally brush students for physical
contact [it’s] aversion therapy … it seems like I’m getting more and more students
who are having to be counseled out of their fears and their anxieties and their worries
in the classroom or at school—a lot of drugs. Our medicine cabinet at school is
stocked full of medication.
Grace echoed Michael’s observation. She said she and her colleagues are seeing more
kindergarten students developing phobias and exhibiting physical signs of stress and anxiety.
She said:
In meeting with my colleagues … we all were amazed when we came to this
realization: we have more kids wetting and soiling their pants this year than all our
years combined. I’m wondering if it’s stress … anxiety ... I don’t know any other
explanation for that. This is the first year that technically they’re on a first-grade
curriculum and many of them [are] four years old—four and five. We took away the
young five programs. They have to write opinion papers. Half of them don’t know
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their alphabet or their last name, but we have to make them write a paper … [Students
are] developing these phobias—I had a little boy that every time I said, “Okay, it’s
time to do math,” would go into the bathroom because he couldn’t recognize a one
from a two from a four. [During math] he had to be balancing equations. He had to
know that two plus three was the same as one plus four, but he didn’t know what a
two looked like. He was being tested as cognitively impaired. I felt horrible … When
I started charting it, it was only during math time. It was an avoidance behavior. He
was so self-conscious because everybody else at the table knew what a one looked
like, a three … but for him I had to keep right on. Keep testing him. Keep plugging
away. I worry about the damage it does to those kinds of kids, when they sit there and
cry, “I hate school. I hate school. I’m not doing this anymore. I’m not doing this
anymore.” That breaks my heart.
Like Michael and Grace, Betsie described the emphasis on testing and student test
scores leading to student anxiety. Betsie’s district uses the online MAP (Measures of
Academic Progress), a product of the Northwest Evaluation Association (NWEA), for
evaluating students as well as for measuring student growth for teacher evaluations. She
described it like this:
With the MAP test, the amount of pressure that is put on those kids is not fair. It’s not
fair how much our principal puts stress on them. We as teachers put stress on them,
because they themselves put stress on them. Sure, you want them to be college and
career ready and hit that goal. Sure, you want them to hit their grade level goal. But
my student who I was telling you about—describing her in one word—she is a fixedmindset type kid. She just needs to do everything perfectly because that’s just how
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she feels that she is. She has to be the best. It’s not that she tries to boast about it. She
just wants that. She strives for it. She didn’t meet her language arts reading MAP
goal. She missed it by two points and she was devastated. I’ve never seen a kid more
devastated. That’s not fair that at nine years old you’re so upset you didn’t reach this
goal, but your score is great—you’re still at grade level and you speak another
language … She was one of the last ones to come back to the classroom. She came in
and you could just see it in her face, it had just been drained out of her. I [said], “Hey,
how’d you do?” Of course, I did what our principal said to and I gave them a little
note card that had their goal for reading and math on it and then they would write
down what they got. Apparently, it’s better to see what your goal is. That’ll help you
achieve it; I don’t know … She came back and she shows me the index card. She
holds it and she’s like, “I didn’t meet my goal.” I’m like, “You’re only two points
away though. That’s still awesome.” [She said], “No, I needed to have met the goal.
My mom’s going to make me read more,” (laughs) which is just sweet. Her mom is
only educated through sixth grade and she’s doing the best that she can. It’s just so
sad that that ruined her day and probably the rest of [her life]. That anxiety—that’s
just going to be raised every year that she takes this MAP test … I get that the MAP
test is adaptive with the students’ answers and what their score was … but I don’t
think that the students know that the better that you do, the harder the questions are
going to be. How do you say that to all of them?”
Emma said she can “tell that my kids … are frustrated;” however, she described her
students’ frustration differently than Michael, Grace, and Betsie. She said:
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I think they’re [students] just over it. For example, with our end of the year
assessments we’re having to take those two Discovery Education tests and we’re also
doing all of our report card assessments and doing Running Records. It was just two
to three weeks of, “Just one more assessment. Got to get through this assessment.
This is for your report card.” The kids were just like, “Ugh (big sigh).” I would tell
them, “I agree with you completely. We just gotta get it done with and then we can
move on to the next thing.” But, you could tell they’re just (stammer) they’re just
over it because they’re little (emphasis in voice) (frustrated laugh). We’re forgetting
that we’re talking about eight year olds. In some cases, you’re talking kindergarten
and first grade kids that are even younger that are having to go through this. So,
they’re just—they’re just over it (laughs). I think [student show this] by just rushing
through things and just not taking their time, necessarily. It seems if we’re doing an
assessment like for their report card, and they know their parents are going to see it,
that seems to resonate more with them than the Discovery Ed tests—they don’t really
care about that at all. It just is something to get done.
Teaching practices. Emma, Betsie, Grace, Michael, and Ava also expressed a variety
of frustrations with mandated teaching practices, strategies, and curricular programs that
administrators are specifically looking for during evaluation observations. Those mandates
are perceived as being overused and implemented inappropriately or incorrectly by
administrators who they perceive have an inaccurate or inadequate understanding of the
teaching practices they are evaluating. In Emma’s case, administrators suggested giving more
practice tests, or “probes” to students to increase test scores on the tests used for teacher
evaluation rather than suggestions for improving teaching to increase student learning.
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Betsie, Grace, and Michael described administrators who they perceive as having an
inaccurate or inadequate understanding of the teaching practices they are evaluating. The
result is a catch-22 that impairs teachers’ ability to be professional decision-makers as they
are faced with the decision of trusting their own professional knowledge or altering what they
do to match their principal’s understanding so they can get a good evaluation.
The feedback that Emma has gotten from her principal is “to give more probes,”
which are practice tests for the Discovery Education online assessment her district uses
solely for teacher evaluation. Her principal has suggested that she have students on
computers doing probes during her reading and math workshop time. She said that means
that instead of more academic instruction, students would be doing more assessing and the
instruction ends up being around how to take the Discovery Education test. She explained:
That’s what they would do in the computer lab then, is probes. But I think that they’re
thinking next year, because we’ll be one-to-one with our technology, and all the kids
will have [a] Chromebook, they can just be on their Chromebooks in the classroom
doing probes. I think it’s like a practice basically. It’s for the kids to prepare to take
the test, to become better test takers (laughs). From what I understand, it does not
have to do with my instruction. It has to do with what the kids would do online—on
the Discovery Ed website … I don’t really know what to do … But, like I also said, I
don’t know how to put that in my day, because we are also mandated to run
workshop, at least for reading and writing and I’ll be doing a math workshop this
year. Discovery Ed probes don’t really fit into the workshop model, especially
reading, because they’re supposed to be reading. You’re supposed to be conferring …
so I don’t really get that either. That just doesn’t make sense to me. I’m not saying
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anything bad about workshop models, because I like workshop models. I love them.
But, I don’t know where the probes are supposed to come in. Unless I’m supposed to
just make my Friday afternoons Discovery Ed afternoons or something ridiculous like
that.
Grace described her principal’s hyper-focus on, and possible misinterpretation of, the
“turn and talk” strategy. He actively looks for it and counted how many times she used it
during the lesson he observed for her evaluation. In his opinion, she did not use it enough.
She explained:
He calls it [the strategy he wants to see] “turn and talk” and I agree that’s important
… I know that’s a biggie for him and I know I needed to do that more, but I also saw
the results if I do it too much. It interferes with the lesson and the train of thought … I
know as an adult, when that technique is used on me, if it’s overused I shut right
down. I am tired of turning and talking. I know what you’re talking about. Let’s get
on with it. I see that happening in my classroom sometimes … But in his mind, that is
the only thing. In fact, we have a little joke at our school, “Turn and talk.
Everything’s fine. Doesn’t matter what’s happening. Just tell them to “turn and talk”
and it’ll be fine.”
Betsie said she is frustrated by conflicting messages from her administrator around
mandated programs. Like Emma, Betsie is concerned that her administrator is
misinterpreting the teaching strategies used with the Daily Five program. She said:
[Daily Five] was new for our whole building and I think that there was somewhat of
this idea that it should all look the same for all of us. But, how does that make sense
with differentiation? I just don’t get it (laughs). How can you give us this one thing
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and expect that it’s going to work for all of our students when you, at the same rate,
[tell us] to differentiate and let there be independent learning, and students going their
own way? … There are times she’ll want it to look like what the books says. [For
example, in Daily Five] students get to choose what center they go to freely. Well,
that shenanigan doesn’t work in my classroom. When I have 28 kids and my
classroom’s not big enough, I’m not going to let them choose where they’re going to
go. They’re going to move together as a group when I count down from ten. That just
is what it is, so to have her say, “It doesn’t look like the book, but it’s good,” you’re
like, “Sweet. Okay. You’re okay with that situation.” Then there would be another
circumstance with—I think it might have been with one of the ways that they were
practicing working with words. I had had it one of the ways that they had suggested
and she had said, “I don’t really think that’s a good way to do it.” Well, you told us to
have it the way that they have it and it’s [how the book said to do it.”]
Betsie also expressed frustration that she and her principal have a conflicting
definition of what it means to differentiate instruction. This conflict is particularly distressing
to Betsie because her principal’s understanding of differentiation is at odds with what Betsie
learned in her teacher preparation program. She is concerned that she doesn’t have enough
differentiation in her classroom because “that’s not just a buzzword anymore. It is 100%
what that evaluation is about.” She described one of the post observation meetings this way:
I thought at that point, how I had done it I would have been highly effective in
differentiation, and I wasn’t. I was so frustrated. I had split them up into specific
groups—into their science groups—based not like high to low, but in heterogeneous
groups so that everybody was talking, and turn and talk. I just couldn’t believe it. I
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made sure everybody was participating … [She asked], “How could you have
differentiated this better?” [I said], “I don’t know.” That’s what I said, “I don’t know.
What do you think I could have done differently? I had elements of speaking, writing,
listening, and illustrations. Those are all the elements of language. I’m not really sure
how I could have differentiated that more for even like assessment.” … She said that I
didn’t differentiate enough because I should have given each of the groups different
pictures—like a different set of pictures. I had given all of the groups the same 10 to
12 pictures of deciphering which are a push and a pull—which I thought was fine,
because then they could compare. They did a tour. They walked around. As a group,
they didn’t glue them down, they had just placed them. Then they walked around and
looked at what other groups had done. She had said that she wished that it would’ve
been the other way. Well, sure, that would have been a good lesson, too. How was
that still not highly effective? How was that not differentiating? … I know that I have
a different feeling about what that word means now through that evaluation than I did
through college, and then I did teaching before I had my first evaluation. I feel as if
the definition that I have now based on the evaluation is an incorrect definition of
what differentiation is … I think that her definition of what differentiation means—I
swear she sees that root word “diff” and just thinks it means “different.”
Michael echoed Emma and Betsie in his concern that administrators do not
understand, are overusing, or have misinterpreted the teaching strategies and practices they
are evaluating. He adds that administrators are doing a poor job of modeling the practices
they want to see during teacher evaluations. He explained:
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We still continue to use the idea that we have a PLC time, but when we sit down,
we’re given broad data from MEAP, or from Discovery Ed testing, or from district
demographic numbers. Then we are told to respond to them in some way. The new
way to respond is with, “How are you differentiating?” So, “Tell us your
differentiation.” They’re telling us what to look for … not only are they telling us, but
they’re actually leading us through a training that they hope that will make those
numbers change. We’ve really done nothing, except look at what they’ve wanted us
to, respond the way they’ve wanted us to, and then listened to some training that they
think will make us all respond in the same way. We really are just a bunch of passive
listeners sitting in the room saying—oh, even better (laughs) is the fact that
[administration is modeling] poor, poor teaching. [For example] we were all given the
same six-page article and half of our meeting time together—which is so valuable, we
never get to get together—is looking at this article on differentiation, or instruction
and “jigsawing” it. Do you know? (sighs) Oh god, so painful. Then we all walk out,
just like, “Oh my god, if we did that with our kids, (laughs) they would kill us. Could
you imagine getting your evaluation? Doing exactly what they just modeled at that
[meeting]?” It’s just not only not good planning but also not even modeling good
instructional practice through their instruction of teachers.
Like Betsie and Michael, Ava expressed concern that administrators do not
understand they very practices they are looking for during evaluations. She explained it like
this:
We just went to a thing—staff meeting—and they [administration] kept going,
“You’ve got to be [teaching] at that level three.” We just went to a seminar and they
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go, “Kindergarten, you’ll never [teach at a level three], you’ll probably barely see a
level two. You are a level one. That’s what you do.” I said, “Okay, because last year
they told me—” (laughs), so administrators have to be educated as to what is
appropriate at each grade level to look for beyond certain things.
A different perspective—a different practice. Like Betsie, Emma, Grace, and
Michael, Ava also talked about the shift in focus to testing students and she has some
concerns that administrators do not understand the practices they are looking for during
evaluations. However, unlike Emma, Grace, and Michael, Ava’s district administration gives
teachers much greater control over the evaluation process by allowing teachers choice when
setting their own goals as well as choice and professional decision-making to determine
which of the assessments they give will be used in their evaluation. She said her school does
do some computerized testing using the MAP test to monitor student progress, but not at the
kindergarten level and, unlike district policy for Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michel, it is not
used for teacher evaluation. She explained that her district does not agree with the percentage
the state is requiring related to student test scores for teacher evaluations and is doing all they
can to support teachers, particularly by having teachers choose the assessments they use to
measure their students’ academic growth. Yet, she fears state legislators will change the
regulations so her district will no longer have that option. She said:
We do have some [computerized testing]. MAP testing is computerized. Now the
State’s doing that huge push down and they want to include kindergarten in this
testing. I don’t know—I’d like to see that test … I think it’s first and up but not at
kindergarten level at this point. It’s used as an instructional tool, not as an evaluation
tool.
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As a professional teacher, her perspective regarding testing students is much like that
of Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael. She expressed anger that there is no consistency in
what counts as data because state keeps changing the standardized tests that are given,
particularly the MEAP (now M-Step). She wondered, “What do we want to know? Do we
want to know how well they take a test or do we really want to know what they know?” She
explained:
I think you can make kids look good on paper. I think you can get a lot of kids to get
that standardized test and sometimes it’s luck and sometimes it’s skill. But long term
is it wide and shallow, or is it narrow and deep? … Data is important but you can
make data look any way you want and it frustrates me because I just—you want to do
what is effective and you want to do what’s best for kids. Sometimes you just
instinctively know that and you go through as an educator when you’re good and you
know how to make that happen. I don’t always think about proving it at the end.
That’s not my—that’s not my focus. My focus is on, “How is this child doing? What
are ALL things that are going on that are impeding them, or making them
successful?” … I don’t want to give the impression that I’m not data-driven. I
appreciate what that information can do to improve instruction. I just don’t want to
become so focused and worried about data that you lose the essence of education as a
whole, as a balance, and what that means for kids. I don’t want kids to think that the
end result of everything that they do is a standardized test, and if they don’t meet that
criteria, that they weren’t successful, because that’s not true. I have kids that don’t do
well on a standardized test. Let’s put a kindergartner, whose eyes are still beginning
to focus, on a computer screen, and have them move all over. It’s just not
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developmentally appropriate. I just want to make sure that what we’re doing is what’s
really in the best interest of instruction for student achievement, that they’re getting
the whole picture. Not just, “You have to work towards this end goal.”
Like the others, Ava believes that attending to students’ social and emotional growth
is a critical component of teaching. Although Ava said that despite the pressures from the
state legislation, her current district administrators empower her by giving her considerable
freedom to teach as a professional, she is not able to give social and emotional growth the
attention it deserves. She drew from her work experience in the human resources field when
she explained:
I take social growth over academic—I’m sorry, that always gets me in all sorts of
trouble. Do I want them to be academically successful? Absolutely. But, I used to
place people in jobs all the time when I was in Human Resources. I’ll tell you right
now—social growth, someone’s ability to get along, someone’s ability to represent a
company in a positive, productive way, who has a strong skill-set, maybe not the top
skill-set, but gets that job done, but personality-wise shines, they’ll take that person
any (emphasis in voice) day of the week over the person who doesn’t have the ability
to work in a group collaboratively, even if they have an IQ of 150. They don’t care …
Business tells us they want people that are collaborative, people that work together.
We can’t, you’re not giving us time to do that and we’re not measuring it. Everybody
knows that if you don’t measure it, it must not be important. Well it is.
Relationship Issues
Through their professional work, teachers experience a variety of relationships with
students, parents, colleagues, and administrators. The theme of relationship issues began to
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emerge as all five participants spoke about both positive and negative relationship
experiences. I have organized the theme of relationship issues into three clusters:
“relationships with students and families,” “collegial relationships,” and “relationship with
the profession.” The cluster “collegial relationships” is organized into two sub-themes:
“alliances and wedges” and “trust and mistrust.” “Alliances” describes experiences that unite
or bring colleagues together in a variety of ways, and “wedges” describes experiences that
are divisive or alienating. The sub-theme “trust and mistrust” describes participants’ trust and
lack of trust in their relationships within district administration, building administration, and
in some cases, with colleagues.
Relationships with Students and Families
Building relationships with students and their families was very important to the
participants in this study, as evidenced by the excitement and “love” they expressed for
teaching and for their students. Ava, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael all view forming
strong relationships with students as their most important job—as essential to being an
effective teacher—because strong relationships are necessary before academic learning can
happen and are critical for nurturing students’ social and emotional growth. Ava, Betsie,
Emma, and Michael perceived that the shift in emphasis to testing and student test scores is
impacting, or has the potential to impact, their relationships with their students. When the
focus is on academics and there is a push for increased student test scores for their
evaluations, they lose sight of educating the “whole child” and resort to teaching practices
that are not best for children. Grace described being evaluated on her relationship with
students.
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Ava said, “I think classroom management and your ability to make a relationship with
your class and build that unit is imperative because everything else academically will flow
from that.” She is concerned that the emphasis on student test scores for teacher evaluation
will force her to teach in ways that ignore relationship building. If forced to “educate children
in a way that [she thinks] is inappropriate,” Ava said she will not be able to do it. She
explained:
My whole focus is building those relationships with parents and kids, and wanting
them to achieve—my whole focus is them. I’m just not going to focus on that other
stuff until I have to focus on it in my job, and I do, I focus on that … It’s a pre-cursor
in every single grade, in every single class, in every single classroom. They need to
know that you believe in them. When you believe in them, they get that belief in
themselves, so the relationship that you develop with that student and the time you
put in benefits them academically and socially … the most effective teacher is the
teacher who has the phenomenal classroom management because I could have a huge
knowledge base, but if I can’t control, and can’t work with students, and don’t have
that relationship and can’t immediately build that, then I can spew out a lot of
information, but it isn’t going to be beneficial … I like that component and watching
kids have those a-ha moments and doing whatever I can to support that.
Betsie was very excited to have children in her classroom with whom she already had
built a relationship with during student teaching. Like Ava, she is concerned that the focus on
academics and student test scores for evaluation will cause her to lose sight of what she
views as her purpose in teaching. She said:
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I could not wait for those kids to show up so I could say, ‘Hey! You have [a teacher]
who is somebody that is recognizable to you’ … I had already been the fun person so
there wasn’t any of that element of, “Oh, there’s this new, young teacher. I bet you
she’s going to be fun.” They’d already experienced that with me when I was a student
teacher so, that was done with, and now I was their actual teacher. It was so great to
just continue and develop that love and community that we had already established
with each other the year before … I do feel like it [focus on evaluation] is a large part
of what’s going on and what I choose to teach. Part of it is good, in a sense. If I
looked at the Danielson rubric and looked at what a highly effective teacher does,
sure, a lot of those elements are great. That’s probably why it’s a rubric (laughs).
Yeah, I should try to make sure that I have a lot of those elements in my teaching.
But, I don’t want to lose sight of the importance of my role, and me being there, and
those kids just need to get from point A to point B. If it doesn’t cover 12 of those
areas, did I get them to the highest order thinking that they could do possible, I don’t
know—but that’s—like, they just needed to be loved and cared for at that moment.
Emma described how excited she was to have her own classroom. Like Ava and
Betsie, she is concerned that the focus on test scores affects her teaching and her
relationships with her students. In order to focus on relationships and effective teaching,
Emma tries to push the pressures around evaluation out of her mind, although she is not
always successful. The anxiety she feels around student test scores for her evaluation has led
her to use “scare tactics” with her students, which impacts her relationship with them. She
explained:
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When I’m in my classroom doing what I always wanted to do, I absolutely love it.
I’m creating relationships. I’m watching these kids grow, not just academically, but
socially and emotionally. That’s why I wanted to be a teacher. It’s those relationships
and the growth. That aspect of it, I absolutely loved. I saw my kids do amazing things
this year. There are a lot of stressors right now. There are a lot of pressures on
teachers. We are asked to do a lot of things that I don’t always agree with (laughs)
just because I don’t think it’s right [or] best for children. I just try to forget about that
when I’m in the classroom. When I’m with my kids I try and push it out of my mind
as best as I can, and just put those kids at the front and think about what I’m doing for
them and why I’m there [and] why I wanted to be a teacher … it goes against what I
believe and I felt bad doing it, but for our last two tests, which were the big ones that
I knew I would be really evaluated on, I just sat my kids down and I had to kind of
use scare tactics to get them to really try hard.
Michael echoed Ava, Emma, and Betsie when he described the importance of
building relationships with students. Unlike them, Michael explained that his anxiety over
student test scores for his evaluation is impacting his relationships with parents. He said:
We felt like we had taken this time to build rapport with the students and capabilities
within the students, and we certainly see them grow like crazy, so we wanted just
more time with them. We knew that the difficult experience for young students was
that change. In our research, [multi-age] was the way to start day one (snaps fingers)
quick and running—calling them out or patting them on the back, or calling parents—
it just became a relationship-based classroom in our first year doing it. We were just
so excited to have a principal that would back us and want us to do it … I’ve

164

identified nine students who are very high prerogative, attention issues, and poor
family situations. Automatically, I feel nervousness about “How am I going to
support these kids?” I’m finding myself having a lot more personal meetings with
parents to say, “I just want to show you what I was thinking of.” I feel like I’m
pushing it over onto them, like, “Johnny’s not doing this. Johnny’s not doing this.
Sarah’s not doing this. Sarah’s not doing that. You know what I’m seeing? You
know, but I’m concerned.” I’ve just never used those words before: concerned.
Unless I was really concerned about something emotional, but academically, I always
thought I could handle it. Now I feel like I need to keep parents on the front end of
this and I’m not sure how much more they can do than what they’re doing already.
Like Ava, Emma, Betsie, and Michael, Grace described relationships as important.
She differed from them by explaining that she is evaluated on her relationships with children.
She explained:
I did get a highly effective in relationships with students. At the very end, he said that
my personal relationships were highly effective. That was the only positive feedback
that I had. I think that’s a very important part. I always did connect with kids. Even
the hardest, most difficult challenging boys at the high school I connected with. I
don’t know, I (pause) I guess I respected them and I tried to understand why they
were behaving the way they did and when I understood it, it wasn’t so bad for me. It
made sense to me.
Collegial Relationships
Participants described experiences with a variety of collegial relationships within
their respective workplaces, with their grade-level colleagues, their administrator, other
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colleagues within their building and district. The majority of the descriptions of collegial
relationships were within the context of their current experiences with mandated teacher
evaluation in general and often around their “scores” or the mandated rating system. They
described experiences that bring colleagues together in both positive and negative ways and
with both positive and negative effects. Other experiences are divisive, with generally a
negative effect. The workplace relationship issues experienced by the participants of this
study are clustered into two sections, “alliances and wedges” and “trust and mistrust.”
Alliances are experiences that participants described as bringing at least some people
together, but not necessarily an entire staff, that participants associated with the new teacher
evaluation process. These groups were separate from work-related groups such as
“Professional Learning Communities” (PLCs). Wedges are experiences that participants
associated with the new teacher evaluation process and described as divisive or as causing
discord between individuals or groups in the workplace.
Alliances and wedges. Michael, Betsie, Emma, and Grace described instances of
people coming together that resulted in the formation of support groups, factions, or cliques
separate from normal work expectations or routines. While in general colleagues coming
together would be considered positive occurrence, many of the alliances that were described
resulted in the exclusion other groups or individuals and, paradoxically, become “wedges”
within the workplace. Ava did not describe any instances of alliances or wedges.
It is possible that the types of collegial relationships resulting in alliances and wedges
may have existed before the mandate; however, the majority of participants did not speak of
them. Ava did specifically speak about a conflict with former principal who she said,
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“wanted to get rid of her;” however, she spoke about it from the viewpoint that the current
mandated teacher evaluation process would have made it easier for that to happen. She said:
[I] worked very well with this person the first year. Then he decided there were two
people that he wanted to get rid of, me and our preschool teacher because he said I
had, “too much respect within my staff and my community” … I was on a lot of
committees. I had a great reputation. I never had any issues with any of my
superintendents. I was a strong teacher and I think never had any issues and for
whatever reason, he decided he was going to make my life difficult. It was horrible. It
was the worst—it was the worst year in my life. And, I know for a fact, that if I
hadn’t had tenure, he would have tried to [get rid of me]. … It’s sad because, luckily,
I was confident in what I do. I had the backing of people that care about me. My
[students’] parents and I don’t have any issues. What it taught me was, that someone
who was less confident, who wasn’t going to stand up for themselves, could totally be
railroaded in a situation like that—unfairly—and lose their job and lose their
livelihood because of someone else’s issues and that’s a scary thing. I know that
happens across the board. It happens places. It happens in business. It happens
everywhere. I’m not unaware of that. But it saddened me to see that work in this
environment because we’d never had that issue before. [Do you feel like you have
that issue now?] Oh, no, I’m good. No, I don’t feel that way at all [that anyone in the
building has that issue] because now we have a person there who has the same goals
of community, of collaboration, of moving forward as a team, versus, “I want you
guys to all make me look good.”
Michael described teachers coming together against a “common enemy.” He said:
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I will say right now, with the anxiety that’s in the building, that people have kind of
come together with a common enemy. Whether it’s the evaluation or the principal or
whatever it is. But there are a lot more people bringing in coffees, teas, hanging out. I
don’t know what that is, but I’ve seen it over the years when we have rough times that
teachers tend to congregate more and to become, what’s the word, like a support
system for each other. I don’t even know if they see it happening. I’m a careful
watcher and I see more groups of people doing things together—pulling into rooms
and talking and supporting each other.
Yet, Michael also said that some groups of teachers are coming together at the exclusion of
other teachers, creating a wedge among staff members. He also described how the evaluation
results act as a wedge. He explained:
Those groups of teachers that are putting in greater effort are beginning to share and
talk with each other more. There’s not an atmosphere of, “hey, do you want to join
us?” It’s more like, “Put that away before—” or, “Don’t let them see that you’re
running that because they’re going to want copies.” It’s just not becoming a
conducive—. They’re still friendly to each other but they’re not [sharing]; it’s
becoming a harsher workplace. Why would you share (laughs) if they need 80% of
their teachers to be effective, and 10% to be highly effective, and 10% to be
ineffective? It’s not good. I think there is a competition, but it’s kind of a silent
competition because no one will know how the other teachers did on their final
evaluation. If I get effective, I’m not going to go running through the halls, like, “I got
that.” and you feel genuinely fearful when you hear other colleagues in other
buildings get ineffective, especially your friends … Last year seemed really bad
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because at the end of the year you go into the principal’s office and you come out
with your rating of effective/ineffective/highly effective and no one shared. No one,
even the lady who I teach with—for 15 years—didn’t tell me her score. I didn’t tell
her mine, for fear that mine was highly effective and hers wasn’t. [I have] all these
friends in the building and you’re just worried about someone not feeling happy for
you or that you’re gloating. It’s just not who teachers are. [There has been] some
resentment toward me, for all the extra things I do, and saying “Is that what I have to
do in order to get highly effective?
Even though Michael said that evaluations are confidential and colleagues are not
sharing their evaluation results, rumors are getting around. He said:
When you hear those things, your perception—we’re starting to—we’re starting to
judge each other. We’re starting to go, “How could you get that? How could I not get
that? I know I do that better than you.” It’s never been that atmosphere before. It’s
getting to be that atmosphere of, “Look, I don’t come in all weekend so that I can
hand you all this stuff so that you can look good.” It is (pause) I don’t think it’s (long
pause) it’s just changing the mood of teaching. It’s creating an atmosphere of being
defeated and being out of control of your own livelihood and your own desires, or
your own feelings of what you know your students need. The morale of the building
is just not good.
Grace said that teachers in her district are “quietly supporting each other, but we have
to be always careful who we talk around and who we support.” She has a group of colleagues
with whom she has a close relationship. They supported her during the difficult time after she
received the minimally effective ranking after her first evaluation observation in February.
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After receiving a minimally effective rating through the teacher evaluation process,
Grace felt that her administration prefers younger, new teachers over veteran teachers with
experience. She said:
It seems like it makes sense—the more you do something, the more you work on it,
the better you become. But it feels like I’m old and should be put out to pasture. “We
want someone young that we can tell them what to think, tell them what to feel, tell
them what philosophy they must follow.” I feel like that’s kind of the move. When
we’re being told what to say, what to display, what to tell, that’s just a lot of control. I
don’t know if control is the right word. But it feels very cult-like. Lots of people are
feeling that way. We’re finding that the very young, brand new people really don’t
have a clue yet. We don’t want to talk to them in a negative way, so we choose not to
talk [about] that in front of [them].
Betsie explained that in her building, teachers talk behind the backs of their
colleagues and speculate about their evaluation ratings. She said, “What an awful
environment that is because then it’s like high school girls all over again. That’s not okay …
You think that you’ve grown out of these pubescent shenanigans … But, it’s all back.” Betsie
said the situation got so bad that she and her grade-level colleagues decided, “Next year we
need to make sure we have our own microwave. We can’t be microwaving our stuff in with
the other [teachers].”
While Betsie has several colleagues that she feels safe talking to, as a first-year
teacher, she has had negative experiences with veteran colleagues around evaluation ratings.
She said:
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In the situation that I’m in, this grading [evaluation] system does not support a
learning community within teachers. There are a lot of seasoned teachers at our
school that have a—it almost feels like a distaste toward me—and I hate that feeling.
I would love to learn from them, and I would love to help them with the newer stuff
that they don’t know … It’s a really sour feeling that that community of learning isn’t
there when it comes to the evaluation process, which is so sad, because it’s such a big
part of us in our careers, I guess, which is also sad that that’s a big part. You know?
Like, that sucks that that just came out of my mouth, because it shouldn’t be.
Betsie related an incident where a veteran teacher, that she respects and who she described as
“a great person and a great resource,” confronted her about her evaluation rating. She said:
One of the teachers that I work with [sent a message to] me, “I assume you got a
highly effective rating as a teacher. What was your score? I am still not highly
effective. I can’t figure it out. My kids have super high test scores … What does one
have to do to be highly effective other than kiss ass? Ironically, as most of my [grade
level] friends at other schools are mostly highly effective. Any thoughts?” … Clearly,
she was somewhat reaching out to me because she thinks I’m highly effective because
I do kiss ass? I don’t know … after talking to other colleagues that I feel safe talking
to about things that that’s not why I got that rating. It’s because I’m a good teacher. I
wasn’t rated highly effective and part of me never wants to be because I don’t want
that burden …
It’s only going to get worse before it gets better. That’s how I feel like this
evaluation process is going to happen. I feel myself feeling like I would have to shut
out talking or communicating with other teachers, because not only now is there this
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competition of our grades [evaluation ratings], but there’s going to be a competition
of our jobs.
In Emma’s district, alliances have formed with individual school buildings. She
explained that she is new to her district, so she does not know if relationships among teachers
have changed over the years. She explained:
I do feel at my building we’re all feeling the same way so that has not caused any rifts
in our building yet. That’s not to say it might not happen over time. Hopefully it
doesn’t because I feel like there’s already a rift among buildings because the other
building’s doing all this stuff, this building’s not doing this stuff, and this building’s
doing this [something different]. What’s the point of that? (laughs) That’s not what
this whole system was put in place for but that’s what’s happened. I feel like some
corporations get so greedy over money and things like that and money causes
problems. And I feel like data is now just causing problems in schools and districts
and [with] teachers … Luckily … I don’t really feel competition so much yet among
the teachers. I’m fearful we’ll get there. There is competition among the schools. I
don’t feel so much that my principal is like that but I know one principal is like that.
[For example] we’ll be at PLC meetings and everyone brings up this other building:
“Well, over at [that building] this is happening, they’re doing this, and look at their
data,” and it does bring out competition. [They aren’t sharing their great practices that
help their data] unless they’re forced to.
Trust and mistrust. Ava spoke at length about the importance of trust, especially the
trust she has for her principal and district administration. Ava did not speak about trusting
colleagues. While Michael, Grace, and Betsie mentioned that they had certain colleagues
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they could trust, they primarily described feeling that trust within their districts was declining
or has eroded to the point of outright mistrust of their building principal, central office
administrators, or both.
Trust. Ava feels that “the basic line is trust” and that if you trust your administrator
and “you have a good rapport with your district, and you feel that you are all kind of in sync,
I think you’re not as concerned about your evaluation because you feel confident and
comfortable within your environment.” She feels that trust in her district is very high. She
explained further:
There’s nothing hidden on what they’re looking for. We’re a little unique burg here.
People are very sharing and collaborative. I still want to see people get out of their
rooms more, teaching can be very isolating. We added a couple of work days and a
couple collaboration days to our schedule here to try to continue to build that
camaraderie and to give teachers time to be together and build those kinds of
relationships and help keep them moving forward. We’re doing that, which I think is
imperative to our continued success … If you’re in a system where you have people
coming in and evaluating you, you have to trust the system. There’s no one here that
should not trust our principal … I also have a good relationship with my principal so
there’s a trust there. I had principals in the past that I would not trust to necessarily
evaluate people or myself appropriately, because they had a different agenda and
that’s a scary thing for educators, particularly now, the way that education has
evolved and whether you’re [tenured] … For me it’s a trust over the years, for one
thing, and knowing that I believe she wants the school to be successful, she wants the
children to be successful, she wants me to be successful and I think she’s willing to
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back me on what it takes to be successful. I think if someone were ineffective, she
would do the same. She would want to give them the tools to be effective and I
believe she would handle that immediately. She wouldn’t wait for the school year to
be done, and say, “Okay, next year this is what I want you to do.” She’d get right on
it and make sure it started now so that the benefits would start now versus later, and I
have to have a lot of respect for that.
Mistrust. Michael, Betsie, and Grace described high levels of mistrust in their
districts, primarily mistrust of administrators, but also mistrust of colleagues that they
identify as directly related to the evaluation process.
Michael explained his mistrust for his principal and district administration this way:
I don’t trust my principal. She’s a nice person, but I don’t trust her. And I do not trust
higher administration at all. I feel as if their goals are not mine. I feel like their goals
are to create an evaluation system, and not necessarily student growth. I also feel like
the people leading the charge for instructional change don’t know instruction. In fact,
I know they don’t.
Grace’s level of mistrust for her principal and district administration mirrored
Michael’s. She described her mistrust for her principal during an encounter with him and the
general distrust in her district this way:
I was stewing about it and stewing about it, so I thought, you know what? I’m just
going to confront him and ask him. I went in and I said, “You know, I’ve always been
honest with you and I know you’ve been honest (finger quotes as she said ‘honest’)
with me.” I wanted to say, “I hope you’re honest with me. I know you’re not.” … It
seems like every directive we get we can kind of see the direction. They never come
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right out and tell us, but you start to figure things out over time and it’s like, “Oh,
that’s what they were trying to get us to do.” I feel like everything has a hidden
agenda. They don’t tell us—sometimes I find out through the parents more [about]
what’s going on … We have a lot of unanswered questions, a lot of frustrations, a lot
of: “What’s the agenda here? What’s happening?” We don’t know [how they are
evaluated]. We’re told they’re evaluated. We’re told lots of things, but nobody knows
… in our district the mistrust is very high.
While Betsie’s mistrust is not as heartfelt as Grace and Michael, Betsie described a
situation that caused her to wonder if she can trust her principal to keep the results of her
evaluation confidential. She said:
So, that post-evaluation happened. I left. Then, I was told by another colleague who I
work with—she was right after me to go into her post-observation and I guess my
principal had said to her, “Oh my gosh, that Betsie, she’s such a— she gave so much
push back. I can’t believe how much push back she gave.” …I looked at her and I
said, “Well, what else did she say?” She’s like, “No, she just said that.” Then she
[said], “Yeah, she just said that you gave a lot of push back” Well, is that really all
she said, or is that friend of mine covering up for our principal because she doesn’t
want to be put in a rocky situation either? I don’t know. I went back to my principal
later that day and I said, “So, I heard you told Cheryl that I gave a lot of push back?”
She said, “Oh yeah, I’m really sorry. I shouldn’t have said that. It’s just that—it came
out because she came in right after you left.” I was like, “Okay.” But—so that doesn’t
help … there went that kind of idea of, like confidentiality a bit. How much of my
evaluation, and that rubric, and how I’m graded—is that confidential? I don’t know.
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Relationship with the Profession
As professional teachers, Ava, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael are questioning
their relationship with the profession. Their experience with evaluation processes
implemented by their local school districts in compliance with the 2011 legislation has them
wondering what has happened to their profession and seriously considering leaving a
profession they love.
Ava said, “I think teaching is] an honorable profession. I remember when teachers
used to be revered, and attorneys used to be vilified.” She feels respected and valued by her
district administration, the community, her students, and their families. She said she does not
feel respected by Michigan legislators: “I feel under attack. I don’t feel value from the state,
at all. They don’t even know me or what I do. But I don’t think they care.” She continued:
I’m just going to wait this evaluation process out. I’ll just continue to do what I do,
and same as I said before, I’ll go through the evaluation process that they provide.
But if the State gets to the point where I can’t do my job the way I want to do it based
upon an evaluatory system that is so out of whack that it’s impacting my ability to
educate children appropriately, I’ll probably get out of education. I have other skills. I
didn’t come in to education first; I went into business first. I went in to education. I
really don’t want to leave education because I love it. I’ve had other opportunities and
I’ve stayed because I just feel it’s just such a vital component—it’s just such a vitally
important job and it keeps me [energized]. I love having a new group of kids come in
and then working together to just, kind of continue to move forward and build those
relationships. I like that component and watching kids have those a-ha moments and
doing whatever I can to support that. But, if I can’t educate children in the way I
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know they need to be educated, and they force me to educate children in a way that I
think is inappropriate, I just can’t do it. I’ll just go do something else—and it might
be to fight against the process of where they’re going—but I’ll have to do something
else that I think, hopefully, will positively impact the education system … I don’t
want to leave education. But that’s the problem. I think they want people like me to
leave education so that they can more easily control the process. What other career do
you know that now people want to hire the person with the least amount of
experience that they can pay the least amount to educate your children?
As a first-year teacher, Betsie is most worried about having to leave the profession
due to being fired based on her evaluation or competition for jobs. She said:
I just have this total anxiety feeling of, “I don’t have the experience. I’m not a good
teacher and I don’t have the numbers to back me up. And, even if I did, I would have
them because I kiss ass?” So, it totally affected the way that my professional
relationships and my professional feelings and ideas of how I am as a teacher are …
As I get older and have to [go up] the pay scale at some point because, fingers
crossed, this freeze will end and I’ll get a master’s and move up. But then there’ll be
new teachers that come out of [college] and they’ll be cheaper to hire. So, then what?
I get fired because of that and our competition?
Emma said she felt “the profession is getting a lot of negative press” and she is
worried she will need to leave the profession if the anxiety she feels around evaluation
becomes too much for her to deal with. She explained:
Teachers are not thought of as professionals, which is really sad because most of us
have Master’s degrees or more … We go to school for a long time. We know what to
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do. It’s an attack, so that makes me sad … I have thought about it [my future in
education]. It’s something that I worry about. Not because I feel like I’m a bad
teacher at all. I just am worried that there is going to be a day when I just say I can’t
take it anymore.
Grace said, “[I’m] pretty much resolved to the fact that the profession that I knew and
went into was long gone. This is something new and different, and the focus is really not on
kids.” She said, “education is a big part of the [Michigan] budget. It feels in Michigan that
public education needs to go. I think that’s what Michigan legislators are thinking. That
would save a lot of money.” After a very long pause, she continued:
I don’t know. Everything they do damages it [public education], so what else are you
to think? I don’t know what the hidden agenda is, or the motive, [long pause] but it
just doesn’t make sense to me … My motto is that there is never enough—never
enough time, never enough resources, never enough support. There’s just never
enough … Well, after this evaluation I decided that next year would be my last year.
Because I couldn’t—I couldn’t give any more time, I couldn’t give any more energy,
[and] I can’t give any more money, so if this isn’t good enough, I don’t know what
else to do.
Michael expressed concern about the future of the profession. He said, “I feel worried
for a profession of new people coming and going, coming and going all the time,” because he
hears experienced colleagues talking about leaving the profession. He said they are asking,
“How much longer can I hold on?” He said this makes him sad because “These are people
who love their job. Love kids. Love their family. I think that it’s because of a system that
they’re going to leave … It’s just not why we’re there.” He is worried that when experienced
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teachers leave the profession, mentorship will be lost. When thinking about the advice he
might give to someone thinking about becoming a teacher in Michigan, Michael said, “The
difficulties are going to be—growing your craft and keeping your passion in an environment
of feeling repressed and knocked down, and told constantly that what you’re doing isn’t good
enough.” He continued:
I guess since this is about evaluation I would like to make sure that it came through
really strongly that I just feel dis-empowered, and loss in teaching right now, after
decades of just first one in, last one out, loving families and kids and that connection.
Now, to be feeling absolutely worried about my job from year to year, where I’m not
feeling that from parents or families in any way—or past students coming back. I just
feel that it’s all connected back to this evaluation process and, yeah, I think it’s
detrimental. It is. It’s going to destroy teaching for a long time. I think it’s going to
influence who is teaching our kids … We picked this job because we’re helping
people. But, it’s getting difficult to stay in the profession. The anxiety is too much.
It’s too much … I’m looking for a way out.
Resilience
The experience of being evaluated since the implementation of evaluation processes
that resulted from the legislation of 2011 elicited strong feelings among all five participants
leading them to express anger, frustration, anxiety, self-doubt, and bewilderment. They all
described feeling the evaluation system is designed around the assumption that their
performance is “not good enough” and possibly never will be good enough; several are
seriously considering leaving teaching. Nevertheless, they are committed to doing their best
to teach children and described coping strategies that contribute to their resilience and to that
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commitment. To provide a context for the theme of resilience and the strategies they
described, I will first present examples of the strong negative feelings expressed by the
participants and second, the coping strategies they described.
Strong Negative Feelings
In contrast to the strong positive feelings all five participants expressed when they
described their love of children and the joy they feel when teaching, participants expressed
strong negative feelings when they described the evaluation process. Those contrasting
feelings provide a context for the coping strategies and behaviors they described related
specifically to evaluation and the evaluation process. Among the strong negative feelings are
fear, frustration, anger, confusion, and anxiety. They also questioned their worth and
wondered whether they were or would ever be “good enough.”
Betsie stammered as she talked about the results of her evaluation. She said, “It
really stinks to hear that wasn’t even enough for them. ‘Will I ever be enough?’ is the
question that you start to ask yourself … This evaluation system has set this aspect of,
‘You’ll never be this great, though.’” She continued, “I’m never going to be that great,” and
“[there is] this number that is weighing over me but I’ll never get there.” As Betsie was
describing the evaluation process at her school, a visible wave of emotion came over her. As
she spoke, she began clutching her chest and squirming in her seat. She was fully aware of
the feeling and described it this way:
All right. So—oh man. This weird feeling just came about me thinking about it
(clutching chest). It’s so crazy. Well, number one, I thought you were kind of nuts
writing that down in that paper [informed consent document] talking about, “Oh,
some people get those feelings.” I was like, “That’s crazy. I don’t know why you’d
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feel that way,” (nervous laugh) but man, not like I’m going to break down or
anything, but it’s weird this wave of emotion of feeling like, anxious and nervous,
and feeling like somewhat embarrassed has come across me.
She described her own fear, anxiety, as well as the overall state of feelings in her building.
These feelings are most evident when it is time to sign up for a time to be evaluated. Betsie
said she knows her principal is not expecting perfection, yet perfection is the tacit message.
She explained:
I feel like we’re in a chicken coop when people tell us that it’s evaluation and you
need to sign up for a time. All these hens are in this little coop house and going crazy
and it is a flurry of fluster and feathers, “Oh my gosh, I can’t believe she’s expecting
me to do this lesson. And how am I supposed to make it so perfect? And she’s going
to be—.” She’s not asking you to do that! Is she? Is she actually asking you to do
that? She’s just asking you to be a normal teacher. But somehow along the way we’ve
all been told that we have to—the way that it’s viewed—is just be like this
“somebody teacher” that is incredible and is not—I don’t know—what they’re
expecting just seems out of reach. But, if you would go back and read any of our
principal’s emails for us to sign up for a time, she doesn’t ever say, “I’m looking for
you to be perfect, smiley face.” (laughs) Urgency, and angst, and anxiety, and
confusion and frustration and none of those words are happy. I don’t know if you
heard me say that? None of them are happy (laughs), so literally, it’s like a fox is
coming out for these chickens. That’s totally what it is. And you’re just jumping off
the top of each other and hoping to not get bit.
Like Betsie, Emma also expressed strong feelings of anger and frustration. She said:
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Teachers tend to be perfectionists too; they want that highly effective. If they can’t be
told what to do to get there either, that’s also frustrating. So, I don’t know. It’s just—
it ends up being a bad stigma on that too — effective versus highly effective. Are we
not good enough, then? … [evaluations are] stressful and I get angry that it’s—I get
mad. I don’t understand everything that’s happening. I don’t know why it’s
happening to teachers, so mostly anger that everything is happening the way that it is.
Michael echoed the anxiety described by Betsie and Emma. He said:
My anxiety this year has been—this sounds weird. I had a counselor, maybe 10 years
ago when I went through my divorce. But, I’ve since re-contacted her just about the
anxiety that I’m feeling. To me it seems to be—I know that it’s school-related but in
my mind, I want it to be something bigger than school [because] everything else in
my life is fine. I just want it—you know, this can’t just be school. But it is. You
know, the sleepless nights … The day after that came out [Discovery Ed test results],
I woke up at 3:30 in the morning. The first thing on my mind is, “How—how am I
going to help those two kids?” because one of them was not even on my radar and is a
very high achieving student but I just felt that was that test anomaly day for him and
how do I help that? How do I help you on test day?
Grace echoed Emma’s anger and feelings of not being “good enough.” She said that
after the first evaluation observation she felt defeated and “worthless.” When she was not at
school, she said she felt “the underlying anger.” She explained:
I was angry. I would go to school, sit in my room, eat my lunch in my room by
myself. Stay late at night. Get there early in the morning. Not speak, not—just—I was
just there. I decided I was just going to do my job and not talk to anybody ... A lot of
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colleagues kept saying, “You can’t let them get the best of you. You know you’re a
good teacher. In your heart, you know you’re doing the right things” … if this isn’t
good enough, I don’t know what else to do.
Like the others, Ava described feelings of worry and anger. Her strong negative
feelings were primarily directed at state legislators. She is grateful that her district allows
teachers to determine which assessments will be used to demonstrate student growth, and she
is “worried that at some point, if it’s not perfectly aligned” legislators are going to take that
option away from local districts. She is confident in her teaching and does not question
whether her teaching is good enough; however, she is angry because she feels teaching is
devalued and the underlying message from legislators is punitive, that teachers are doing a
bad job. She said:
I feel that my district values who I am and what I do … I don’t think the state values
what I do at all. They think anybody can come in and do my job. They prove that
when they say, “You can come in and sub. You don’t even have to have an education
degree; you just have to have 70 hours of credit at a college” … you don’t even have
to take one education class. Not one … [The legislated evaluation] doesn’t feel good.
It makes it feel like instead of looking to find something good, now it almost makes it
look like they are looking to find something bad to prove that you’re not doing your
job effectively. That’s how I feel that they [the state legislators] want it to look. I
don’t believe that [about] my administration at all but I do feel that from the state …
If they were evaluated like we’re evaluated, based upon data and success of what
they’re doing, they’d be ineffective. I get a little passionate there, I’m sorry. I am
angry. I’m angry because it impacts [children]. I’m so glad my kids are … going to be
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out of school soon because I fear for what is going to come down the line. I think it’s
a self-fulfilling prophesy—what [legislators] say is happening, everybody’s [schools
are] doing their very best to make sure that doesn’t happen, but they’re [legislators]
doing their very best to make sure it does.
Coping Strategies
As participants described their experience of teaching and being evaluated, five
coping strategies emerged: compartmentalizing, playing the game, pushing back, avoiding
risk, and changes in thought and behavior. Each of these coping strategies was described by
three or more participants; all participants described “pushing back.”
Compartmentalizing. Ava, Emma, and Betsie described attempting to create a
mental, and sometimes physical, separation between the work of teaching and being
evaluated in order to do their jobs unencumbered by stress, anxiety, and worry associated
with being evaluated. They used phrases like “fly away,” “forget about it,” and
“compartmentalize” that suggest that they were trying to separate evaluation from their
every-day teaching, sometimes with success, sometimes not.
Ava was the most successful at using this strategy. She explained:
They’re [legislators] taking the joy out of the job. I just refuse to let them take the joy
out of my job. I’m a very good compartmentalizer, so the stuff that really bugs me, I
compartmentalize that, and I leave that totally out of my classroom. My whole focus
is building those relationships with parents and kids, and wanting them to achieve—
my whole focus is them. I’m just not going to focus on that other stuff until I have to
focus on it in my job, and I do, I focus on that. But I focus on the positive—I focus on
the fact that my district has given me a lot of flexibility and a lot of independence and
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that as long as I’m getting that done, they’ll let me do it in a way that I feel is
appropriate. They’ve allowed me that kind of autonomy.
Like Ava, Emma expressed trying to ignore the evaluation process when she is in the
classroom. She explained:
I just try to forget about that when I’m in the classroom. When I’m with my kids I try
and push it out of my mind as best as I can, and just put those kids at the front and
think about what I’m doing for them and why I’m there [and] why I wanted to be a
teacher. (laughs) Unfortunately no, I don’t have a particular technique. All of the
expectations in terms of how we are being evaluated and things like that, were laid
out at the beginning of the school year. At that meeting when we were told about it, I
remember feeling stressed out and thinking, “I can’t believe that they’re asking all
these things of us and how are we ever going to do that?” I had a piece of paper with
everything written down and just put it in a file in my file cabinet and said, “I know
what’s best for kids. I know what I need to be doing in the classroom and I’m just
going to do that.” … It wasn’t an exact science of how I pushed it out of my mind,
but I tried. [I] wasn’t always successful, because then there are all these follow-up
meetings where we’re talking about these different aspects of data and things like that
and then it’s brought up. But then again, the meeting would end [and] I would just try
and tell myself, “You’re going to go and do what’s best for kids. You know what to
do. Just go and do it.” It works sometimes. It doesn’t always work (laughs).
Betsie described trying to distance herself from colleagues and the general
atmosphere in her building in an attempt to remove herself mentally from the stress and
anxiety around evaluation, with little success. She said:
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I choose to fly away with my little wings. The office is terrible (emphasis in voice). I
don’t know if this is like this in every school, but it is just—almost like a place of hell
… Going in, walking down the hallway, you can’t miss somebody who wants to talk
to you about their worries about what’s going to happen. And then, I’m not sure if
I’m just a sponge or what, but that just adds to my own anxiety of that. You’re like,
“Oh, crap. That person’s worried? She’s been teaching so much longer than me. Why
is she worried? Now I have to feel like I have to be worried?” … I had passed a
teacher … Her fluster of emotion and pulled me in, totally (emphasis in voice) sucked
me in, and I was not able to push away from that. That’s frustrating to me that I fell
into that—that’s not who I am. [I’m usually pretty successful at flying away and
finding a safe perch], turning off my light, and making sure nobody thinks I’m
actually there. [I] close the door [and I’m] like, “Who pulled that fire alarm? I’m not
going outside (laughs) I’m not here.”
Pushing back. All five participants described pushing back against the evaluator or
the evaluation system when they felt the evaluation was unfair, when they felt they had to
defend themselves, or when they felt some part of the evaluation system was not fair or did
not make sense. Some of the push-back described was directly stated, and some was
unspoken and expressed through withholding action. Also, included in this strategy are
descriptions of not pushing back or deciding push back would be futile.
Ava described pushing back even though she rated highly effective, because she did
not understand how her principal rated her only effective in an area she strongly felt she was
highly effective. She explained:
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This year I was [highly effective]. I have a great relationship with my principal but
I’m looking at it [my evaluation] and overall it’s fine but I looked and I said, “No—
trust me. Nobody’s doing more than I am. So how you made me effective there [in]
“professional responsibility” and not highly effective in that one area, I’m not quite
sure.” Even though I was overall [highly effective], I am the union president, I go to
kids’ soccer matches, I have the best rapport with parents, I keep in total contact, I’m
running the skating party, if there’s somebody they go to when they want something
done, they come to me. How does that not make me highly effective? [She didn’t
explain that] because I just put a note on it, signed it, and shoved it through. I’ll talk
to her later. I’m going to live with it. I’m just going to let her know that [I’m
wondering] “In that area, what were you thinking?” I don’t know sometimes what
they’re thinking when they put those things through, because I see how they go and
they don’t always make sense.
Like Ava, Betsie also described pushing back when she disagreed with the rating her
principal gave her. She said:
I do a lot of push back; I’m not somebody who just accepts what she says, because of
course, she has written up some of her answers before your post-observations. “This
what I observed …,” I’ll come in with my Danielson rubric, and I’ve written down
points on how I’ve been highly effective in the lesson, like, “This is how I made sure
that this happened ...” because I am not willing to just sit there and take it … During
that first post-observation, I was sitting in her office and I said, “How do you grade
me on this?” It was about how a student perceives their teacher as somebody more
than a role model—no, not more than a role model but as a role model, or someone
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who they can come and talk to … I said, “How can you grade me on this without
knowing more than a 20 to 40-minute snippet? You’re not going to see a student
bring me in roses, or draw a superhero Betsie out. That’s just not possible.” … She
started to talk to me. Then she stopped, and she said, “I don’t know,” and she called
one of the people in HR [Human Resources] and said, “Hey I have a teacher who’s
here with me.” Of course, that person isn’t there. Literally, this person is never there
on the days that people are getting their evaluation forms. I’m like, “I think you
purposefully leave during these times, but okay.” (laughs) She called and said, “Hey,
how am I supposed to evaluate, or see, this in the classroom?” Nothing really came
about it … Since she didn’t know and I guess, I couldn’t prove otherwise of being a
highly effective role model I was just marked effective in that category.
Grace echoed Ava and Betsie as she described pushing back during her first postobservation conference with some success. She said:
I kept saying, “This tool is not appropriate. Kindergarten is a different animal. These
are babies coming in for the first time.” Finally, he [the principal] said, “I agree. The
tool is flawed.” I said, “Thank you. At least I know that you know where I’m coming
from.” At that point, the human resources director asked the president of our local
union and me to step outside. He wanted to have a word with the principal … At that
point, [when we went back into the room] the human resource director—who I
thought was being very rude and inappropriate to me—had a little turnaround and
actually became kinder and more respectful in my opinion. That’s when I said,
“Okay, can I ask for help? Can I ask for other people to come in and mentor me?
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Maybe one day a week I should have a mentor?” You know, I was just trying to open
this up: “Fix me. If you know what’s wrong with me, tell me so I can fix it.”
Grace also described pushing back by refusing to do summer work for free like she
had done in the past. She explained:
We received an email earlier in the year. “Everyone, please come. We’re holding
workshops all through August to talk about the new social studies and science.” Out
of our whole entire district, two people responded …The message is, “We are not
working all through the summer for free. If it’s that important, then you’d better
figure out [how to compensate when] we’re done. You’re using us up and spitting us
out.” … I got a follow-up email last week, “You guys are going to have to be doing
this in the fall. You might as well come and …” Nope. Last year I must have put in
30, 40 hours working on certain things. I am going to be out [of town] through that
two-week period. I couldn’t do it anyway, but I wouldn’t do it. I’ve done that. It
doesn’t matter. Doesn’t make a difference. They’re going to do what they want
anyway, so my feeling is, “Give it to me. I’ll take it home on the weekends.”
Michael described pushing back with little success. Unlike the others, his lack of
success has led him to stop pushing back. He explained:
I got my evaluation back from my principal, and I have not read it because there’s
nothing that I can do to respond to it. Once it’s [done] there’s no reason for me [to
read it]. It feels so out of my hands because our process is not such that if I thought I
saw something that she didn’t see, that was a four, that I could say, “No, no, no. It’s
here in this. And I did this, and this is ...” It’s not a conversation. It’s simply there. “It
is what it is,” to use her words. And so why should I read it and worry about a two,
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three, or a four when I have no way to respond, or invite her to look at things
differently. She’s done. Stamped it out. Next. I tried to do that my first year. I tried to
say, “This is what independence looks like … This is what I would have expected you
to see. This is what I know about that. This is the way I want it to look … If it doesn’t
help me, what do you see it looking like?” She had no answer, [she was] just like,
“Well, it just doesn’t look like that.” I just didn’t seem to have it … What I’ve
discovered is, if there’s a problem in a system that you see, or a perception, the
person who talks about it is the problem, not the system because you’re the glitch in
the system. We’re just being ignored, so as a result we’re just coming in, shutting our
doors, and then leaving.
Playing the game. Grace, Ava, and Betsie described their response to the evaluation
system using metaphors such as “playing the game,” “jumping through hoops,” and “playing
chess,” or otherwise doing what they perceive needs to be done in order to survive and keep
their jobs such as “getting smarter” or in Michael’s case, learning to take advantage when his
principal is in a favorable mood.
Grace described playing the game, which for her is also a way of pushing back, when
she explained:
At my stage, it’s like we’ve all come to the realization, there’s not a lot we can do.
We just have to play the game, even if we don’t believe it’s right ... There’s a lot of
research out there that says they’re not right. Basically, we close our door and do
what we know is right. This sounds really odd (laughs) but I always have two
scenarios in mind. If I’m teaching something and I know that there’s a tried and true
way that’s better than the way they’re asking me to do it, I do it that way. But if
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certain people walk in, [I] switch to Plan A. Several of us have to do that. It’s
frustrating because when they get the data and they might say, “Wow, look at our
data! Look how these [scores increased],” we can’t say, “Ha ha, we didn’t do your
[way]. We closed the door and did what we knew was right.” We’re damned if we do
and damned [if we don’t], but in the end, we do what’s best for the kids. I don’t care
who gets the credit for it. It’s forcing us to do that.
Grace also said she has stopped giving extra time beyond teaching:
I was playing the game and that’s why I stopped playing the game—because it didn’t
make a difference. I worked for free a whole summer—six, seven hours a day—
writing curriculum, preparing it for the whole district. I was on every committee. I did
everything above and beyond and I still was a minimally effective teacher … I realize,
“You know what? It doesn’t matter. If they want you, they want you. If they don’t,
they don’t. It doesn’t matter good, bad, or indifferent.”
Like Grace, Ava used a metaphor similar to “playing the game.” She said:
I’m going to jump through the hoops I have to go through for my evaluation process,
and then you can get the evaluations done, which is what you have to do. I have to be
evaluated, which is what I have to do. Then, after it’s all said and done, I’m just going
to get back to the job of teaching. That’s kind of how it feels.
Ava also described being particularly frustrated when her administrator would either
schedule a time for her evaluation, arrive late, miss part of the lesson, and then find fault with
her lesson for the things she missed because she was late, or give feedback about things Ava
could have done, when those things were either a prior lesson or would be a follow up lesson.
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She said this year when she wrote up the lesson, she was much more specific and thorough.
She explained:
I got smarter this evaluation. When I went through last year, it was kind of like, “you
could have done this, and you could’ve done that” … So, this year I said, “You’re
going to see this. This is what we did here to prep to get there. This is our follow-up
after that” so she couldn’t come back and say, “Well you could’ve done this and you
could’ve done that.” Because I showed her that I already did that and then you saw
this and then we did that. So, you get kind of smarter as the process goes on,
[knowing] what they’re looking for and how you have to present it because it’s not
always verbalized that way. Then, it’s getting to know your evaluator and what
they’re looking for and saying, “Okay, if I know you’re always going to be looking
for something, you could have done it this way.”
Betsie’s description of her coping strategies also used a game metaphor, playing
chess. She explained:
I definitely [notice that I’m doing things how I think she wants it to look when she’s
in there doing an evaluation]. We have a walk-through. This isn’t necessarily an
evaluation, but just, “Hey these are the things that you need to have during this walk
through.” I think as a first-year teacher, and with this evaluation process, I had this
feeling of like, I always had to be doing what she wanted it to be and what [I] was
told, and if not, I would somehow lose my job for not having a logbook. I don’t
know, that is totally what I made up. I didn’t have a logbook for doing a writer’s
workshop. I had a different method of how I was responding to my students’ writing.
That’s annoying, that I didn’t just do what I normally do or show her what I normally
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have … I don’t think I’ve been tainted, or anything, too quickly from the rubric. I
think part of that, too, is due to the fact that my principal respects what I’m doing in
my classroom and the research that I continue to read and try to implement in my
classroom, it’s helpful. I’ll make sure that I pull two great things from research or
whatever and tell her these aspects and then that way I cannot be told, “You have not
researched this practice,” and that seems weird that I have to play three really great
pieces in a chess game so that I can do a little bit of what I want to do that doesn’t
cover that. It’s weird. Yeah, kind of [feel like I’m playing a game].
Michael does not use “playing the game” as a metaphor; however, he explained that
he has learned that evaluation results change depending on the mood of his administrator:
I’ve learned that if I invite she in to view something that I know is going to be fun
and that we’re working on, that she might say, “Hey, do you mind if I just do this as
my informal?” so I can guide that a little bit.
Risk avoidance. Three participants talked about not taking risks and/or worrying that
if they take a risk to try something new, they will be judged and evaluated negatively for
trying something that did not go well. One participant explained she wanted to focus on what
she felt she could be successful with and was confident what she was already doing will get
her an effective rating.
Betsie described the thought process she went through when she wanted to take a risk
and try something new that she knew would conflict with her principal’s ideas. She
explained:
I feel like you have to take five steps in a really great direction and show that you’re
doing great work in this aspect to be able to do other things that your heart tells you
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that this is the right thing to do. We have totally turned into this society of that the
way you can prove yourself is by showing data—don’t do anything unless you can
prove that it’s working. That’s hard, I think, too, because then how are you supposed
to try out anything in your classroom if you have this breathing on you of, “Don’t try
anything unless you know it’s going to be foolproof.” [For example], I know that our
principal is really into leveled books and I’m so against it. I’m so against it … I’ve
turned that back area into a sacred library. It’s just the best. I don’t level my books
like that. I’m having [them] genre-tized, and I let the kids figure out for themselves if
it’s too hard of a book or too [easy]; we do that as adults. As avid readers, you would
pick out a book, and how are you going to know that it’s too hard for you if you don’t
put it in your book box for a week. You can put it back and I’m not going to be mad
at you for trying it. You can’t teach [students] to pick a good fit book for them unless
they make mistakes about it. I think that it’s hard sometimes when she’s reading all
these like, “what’s the best thing for years, and what’s the data, and …” But, they
can’t do that unless you give them the opportunity to try it … I feel like I made sure
that I was like rocking Daily Five, so that when she came and looked at my library
and was like, “What is this?” I was able to back up and say, “This is level one
because I had this stamped as a [level] “A,” it was okay that I wasn’t going the
perfect way with her. I don’t know if that’s the case with everyone, or how it would
be if I was at a different school? Would I always try to make sure that I had a backup
plan for if they didn’t like what I was doing? I don’t know. Would I make sure that I
could talk my way out of it with literature and data? I don’t know (laughs), but that is
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how it seems, like with this particular person. It just goes back to that one person
being able to make all the rules and declare what is right and what is wrong.
Grace stated she did not feel getting a highly effective rating was possible for her.
Before she experienced being rated ineffective, she said she and some of her colleagues
would say, “We just want to get effective. We know we’re effective,” and they were confident
of that. She explained that she was also confident in her teaching methods and her year-end
data confirmed that. She said if she were to ask her principal what she would need to do to
become highly effective, he would point to the rubric. She explained:
In fact, he said to me—I had all this [the rubric] in the back of my folder—he said,
“Didn’t you read the rubric?” I pulled it out and said, “Read it? I even plugged in
everything I did to make it. I highlighted and made sure that I touched [the
requirements].” The personnel director said, “Well, how come you didn’t do that?” [a
rubric item not highlighted]. I said, “Because I know that’s impossible and if this is
impossible, then I’m going to make this more possible.” … Part of me—I close my
door. I know what I have to do to get them to those benchmarks, and I know better
ways to do it. Everything is scripted.
Michael explained that he is not afraid to take a risk during the formal, scheduled
portion of the evaluation process and feels comfortable letting his principal know in the
lesson plan that he is taking a risk and trying something new during the lesson that is being
observed. He said, “It’s the walk-throughs that are difficult, because you always feel as
though you need to have stacks of everything in plain sight,” walk-throughs last 10 to 15
minutes, and no dialogue or response is allowed before or after. He explained that he doesn’t
want to take a risk to try something new or different:
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At that time, you feel like you need to be adhering to an exact schedule, exactly as
written in your plan. It’s just not the reality in a classroom. You have things that you
are going to accomplish in the day and in the week. But depending on the culture and
the mood in your classroom in a day, you might decide, “That didn’t go well
yesterday. I’m going to redo that today.” Or, “Wow, they did really well. I’m not
even going to do— [or] I got to teach two lessons yesterday, I’m going do this.” It’s
that sort of fluidity and flexibility—that’s that formative assessment that you’re doing
all the time that allows you to be a responsive teacher to the needs of your classroom.
When you are fearful that someone might walk in on that day that you decided to
stretch writing into another 30 minutes because the energy was terrific, and you’re
supposed to be working on word work and reading, it’s hard to explain why that’s not
happening on that day … They’re [administration] so prescriptive now. Tell me, how
is this my fault? They’re disabling teachers to think and to move toward that idea of
not wanting to go out there and try something because they don’t want to get caught
with it being their fault.
Changes in thought and behavior. Four participants described changing their
teaching, their thinking, or using other tactics to try to get kids to do well on the standardized
test used for evaluation in ways unrelated to the previous four strategies, including other
means of adapting to meet the evaluation requirements as well as changes in thought or
attitude regarding students.
Betsie said she will be teaching basic computer skills to her students:
Parts of it, because it’s on the computer, are things that our kids won’t have access to.
They don’t have computers at home and we get computer lab once a week. There’s
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not a computer lab teacher that’s teaching them these techniques. It’s me in there.
After taking the MAP test, I’ve decided this year when my kids go to computer lab
that I’m going to do my best at teaching them computer skills … it was really
surprising to me that they were evaluated on one of the questions—it was a table of
contents question … that’s a, “You need to know computer skills—that a scroll bar
means you click on the arrow to go down—that there could be more options.”
Emma explained that during the online Discovery Ed (DE) testing time, she tries “to
make the next thing not fun, so that they don’t rush through.” She also explained that she
lectured students “for 10 minutes about how they could not touch” the “down arrow” key on
their Chromebooks because it will change their answers. She described feeling terrible about
using scare tactics:
Even for this last one, it goes against what I believe and I felt bad doing it, but for our
last two tests, which were the big ones that I knew I would be really evaluated on, I
just sat my kids down and I had to kind of use scare tactics to get them to really try
hard. Do I think it worked? Not really. You still have kids that want to get done and
just be done with it. But I tried to tell them that all of these people throughout the
district would be looking at their scores—and their parents would be [too]. I mean,
that’s terrible that I did that. But, what do you do when you know that next week
you’re going to be sitting down with your principal looking at your beginning of the
year and end of the year data?
Michael said that using data has changed how he thinks about his students that
struggle. He explained:
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Sadly, I would say [using data for evaluation] does [change how I think about my
students]. It really does. I’m almost embarrassed to say that, because I think of myself
as being better than that … Two years ago, I had two students who—just loved them
… all year long I was working on that with different interventions, and additional
time, because I wanted them to be able to read more quickly to pass this test. I always
worried, “Would they pass the test?” I in no way thought that these kids would not
succeed in life … I did begin to worry about having those students in my class, and
how that was going to reflect on me even though I knew for a fact that that one
measure—and that was our only measure—fluency was it. I knew with that single
measure that I could end up not passing or not getting highly effective, I just wanted
highly effective. … We all do [secretly hope that students come in in the fall and do
poorly]. It’s just survival. In connection with that, there’s always this drive to offset
summer lag. They want our library open, and us to connect with students. And there’s
becoming an—ever-increasing feeling that I don’t want to do that—I don’t want to
decrease it. That’s just the honest truth. If I’m going to show growth in my classroom,
then I want to make sure that I show where they started it, really. If I can’t grow them
further than they need to be, then why would—I don’t know … But I’m really feeling
a pull not to do that now. That sounds horrible. It really does. But it’s—it’s purely
survival. Because we have no say so in—they won’t even listen to our—to our fears.
They won’t listen to our questions. It is what it is. We have no voice in this at all.
None.
Michael explained that he feels that tracking is of mandated curriculum and teaching
practices by administrators. He said: “I feel like small group now is becoming tracking,
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because they’re wanting differentiation and what I’m hearing other teachers do in other
schools, and [what] other friends are mine are [doing] is tracking, because that’s proving
differentiation.” Michael went on to describe what he feels is a catch-22:
It feels hypocritical. There are small groups of us that continue to talk and support
each other and we feel that there is just hypocrisy. We also feel like administration is
setting themselves up for failure. Because, if I’m teaching the curriculum that you
asked me to do, if I’m differentiating in the way you’ve told me to do in all my PLCs,
if I am doing the interventions that you have prescribed for me at our intervention
meetings, if I’m doing every single thing that you’ve told me to do, and my students
don’t achieve, how is that my fault? We’re having our time saying, “What is it that
you’re not seeing? What did I not do that you told me to do?” [It’s] like, “How can
you fault me for something that you told me to do?”
Summary
In this chapter, I have presented a cross-case analysis of the case studies (see Chapter
4) that described the lived experience of legislated teacher evaluation for five Michigan K–5
classroom teachers. Four themes emerged during the analysis, “Control,” “Antithesis,”
“Relationships,” and “Resilience.” Each theme is further organized by sub-themes and subsections to cluster the data in a coherent manner and is supported by selections of
participants’ verbatim quotes.
In the next chapter, I conclude this qualitative study, first with a return to the research
questions and present a composite description of the experience followed by conclusions
reached through the cross-case analysis; implications; recommendations for policy-makers,
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central office administrators, building principals, teachers, and for future study; and a
researcher reflection.
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Chapter 6: Conclusions, Implications, and Recommendations
Introduction
In the concluding chapter of this qualitative transcendental phenomenological,
collective case study, I begin with a brief review of the purpose, significance, and
methodology of the research and then return to the research questions. In returning to the
research questions, I provide a structural-textural description, developed using a modification
of the “Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen” method of analysis of phenomenological data, as described
by Moustakas (1994, p. 121) and Creswell (2013, p. 193), that synthesizes the collective
experiences of the participants and the meaningful themes that emerged to provide answers
to those questions. This section will be followed by the conclusions drawn from the
collective case study; a discussion of the implications accompanied by relevant references
from the existing body of research; recommendations for policy-makers, central office
administrators, building principals, and teachers; considerations for future research; and a
researcher reflection.
The purpose of this phenomenological, collective case study was to (a) describe the
lived experiences of Michigan elementary K–5 general education classroom teachers in
traditional public schools as they experience the phenomenon of having their performance
evaluated under a state-legislated teacher evaluation policy and (b), to understand the
meanings they ascribe to the phenomenon, and to synthesize those meanings to describe the
essences of that experience.
Little to nothing is known about the lived experience of general education elementary
classroom teachers in traditional public schools and the meanings they attribute to the
experience of having their performance evaluated under the new legislation. This study
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provides a voice to teachers through descriptive stories of their life worlds. Moreover,
understanding the meanings and essences of the experience is acutely relevant and may be of
interest to professional teachers and administrators within the local school context as well as
to educational policy makers in Michigan and beyond.
The design of this qualitative study drew from the philosophical principles and
methods of both phenomenology and case study. Seven participants who are general
education classroom teachers in grades kindergarten through fifth grade were purposefully
selected through personal contact as well as through “snowball, chain, or network sampling”
(Merriam, 2009, p. 79) from traditional public elementary schools in West Michigan. I
identified seven participants and conducted formal in-depth phenomenological interviews
(Seidman, 2013). All seven participants presented powerful and interesting experiences that
contributed immensely to this study. From those seven, five were selected that I felt best
represent the overall experience to be presented as in-depth case study profiles and for crosscase theme analysis.
A semi-structured “interview guide” (Lofland, Snow, Anderson, & Lofland, 2006, p.
99) was used to support data collection (Appendix C). The interview data were organized and
analyzed using NVivo for Mac CAQDAS software. A modification of the “Stevick-ColaizziKeen” method of analysis of phenomenological data as described by Moustakas (1994, p.
121) and Creswell (2013) was used for data analysis. The cross-cases analysis revealed
themes of “Control,” “Antithesis,” “Relationships,” and “Resilience.”
Return to the Research Questions
This study was guided by the following research questions:
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1. How do elementary teachers in Michigan traditional public schools describe the lived
experience of the phenomenon of legislated performance evaluation?
Four of five participants, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael, described evaluation
policies and procedures implemented by their districts in compliance with the legislation of
2011 evaluation as having shifted from a constructive learning experience to a stressful,
anxiety-filled experience over which they have little to no voice or control and that provides
an inaccurate glimpse of their teaching. Their perception is that the policies and procedures
adopted by their districts beginning with the 2011–2012 school year have resulted in an overarching testing culture that holds them accountable for factors well beyond their control,
ignores the well-being of children, discounts social and emotional development, values test
scores over skillful teaching, and reduces the complexities of teaching to a numeric score.
Moreover, they feel judged—that they must defend their right to exist as teacher, and
they receive little to no feedback on what they are doing right or how they might improve
their teaching; attaining a ranking of highly effective is a mystery at best and deliberately
arbitrary and unattainable at worst. Consequently, they are reluctant to take risks for fear of
negative evaluation, fear losing their jobs, experience diminished confidence, describe a
hostile work environment, and have little to no trust in their school administrators.
The lived experience of the remaining participant, Ava, is much the same. Although
she described some control over the evaluation process, expressed trust in her administrators,
experienced less stress and anxiety, has retained her confidence, and described a friendly,
collegial work environment, she is fearful that with a change in administration or further
legislation, that could change.
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2. What meanings do they ascribe to and, what are the essences of, the phenomenon of
legislated performance evaluation?
As the participants try to make sense of mandated teacher evaluation, they described
being powerless over a process where their overall rating is undetermined and unknown until
the end of the school year, attaining a rating of highly effective is ambiguous at best and
deliberately arbitrary or unattainable at worst, and is not helping them to improve their
teaching. For them, mandated evaluation has eclipsed all other professional learning they do
within their districts to improve teaching; in the end, it is the mandated evaluation that
counts, is measured, and is valued by their administrators. It must be endured by “playing the
game,” “getting smarter,” or other adaptive strategies—whatever it takes—to retain the
teaching jobs they love. The only alternative they can fathom is to leave the profession.
While participants described increased administrative control over their respective
district evaluation policies and processes, they ascribe that control as stemming from
Michigan state legislators or the federal government, but actuating from the influence of
unknown “others” from outside both state and federal government. Their experience is that
the evaluation policies and processes adopted by their districts are so antithetical to any
previous evaluation experience in any setting and so entirely foreign to their professional
understandings of what it means to teach well, to evaluate, and to be evaluated, that
participants make little to no sense of the phenomenon of mandated evaluation.
Those participants who continue to try to understand and find meaning in the
phenomenon of mandated evaluation can only understand it in terms of the disempowerment
of teachers, as a method to control teachers, as a strategy to exercise power over education by
the elimination professional teachers in order to control the electorate, as an attempt to
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eliminate teachers to save money, or as a calculated plan intended to bring about the failure
and elimination of public education. The phenomenon is incomprehensible to them without
the elements of a balance of power and control and the absence of at least some balance of
power and control has resulted in a loss of autonomy and self-determination in their
professional lives.
Conclusions
The participants in this study had much in common, yet their perceptions of the lived
experience of mandated teacher evaluation can be arranged into two distinct clusters,
“conditionally content” and “downright discontent.” As administrative control over the
evaluation process and associated testing and teaching practices increased, teachers perceived
a decrease in autonomy and a loss of self-determination over their professional lives, and
discontent increased.
Implications
Although there were two variations of the lived experience, there was consensus
among participants that they felt, to varying degrees, an increase in local control since the
enactment of the legislation at the start of the 2011–2012 school year as administrators
endeavored to interpret, comply, and implement the mandated evaluation regulations. It was
the perception of the majority that the evaluation policies and procedures implemented by
their local administrators were more focused on control, compliance with the legislation, and
on removing teachers rather than on improving teaching and learning; they perceive this
focus is significantly impeding their ability to draw from their professional experience,
knowledge, values, and beliefs; and is not sustainable. This overall pessimistic perception is
consistent with the raft of existing research on teacher evaluation such as Barth (1990),
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Darling-Hammond (2013), McKay (1998), McLaughlin and Pfeifer (1988), Peterson (2000),
Popham (1988, 2013a, 2013b), Slanger (2014), Stiggins and Duke (1988), Stronge and
Tucker (1999), and Wise, Darling-Hammond, McLaughlin, and Bernstein (1985).
I have identified six areas within the cross-case analysis that present significant and
interesting implications for discussion: teacher evaluation systems, professionalism,
accountability, educational policy implementation, organizational considerations, and ethical
considerations.
While five of the areas correspond to some of the broad categories within the
literature review (see Chapter 2), I have added a sixth area, ethical considerations, for
discussion. The impact of self-determination theory was not previously addressed in the
literature study; however, its importance became clear during the analysis, and I include a
brief review of the literature along with the implications. Additionally, other themes and
implications emerged during the final analysis and were not included or were not sufficiently
developed in the original literature review; in those cases, a brief explanation and brief
review of the relevant literature is provided within the related section.
Teacher Evaluation Systems
Considering participants’ overall pessimism and discontent with the evaluation
processes put into place to comply with the legislation, a discussion of characteristics of
effective teacher evaluation systems is prudent. The perceptions of the lived experience of
the majority describe evaluation processes lacking nearly all of the characteristics necessary
for successful evaluation systems, including collaborative planning, shared control, training,
and implementation; a flexible evaluation instrument, inclusion of a variety of data sources,
and a checks and balance system; adequate time and resources; well-trained evaluators,
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credible, and useful feedback; and a professional development program that is integrated,
comprehensive, and clearly linked to the evaluation system (McLaughlin & Pfeiffer, 1988;
Stiggins & Duke, 1988; Stronge & Tucker, 1999; Wise et al., 1985).
Indeed, the evaluation systems as described by the majority of participants are
consistent with most of the themes that are common to ineffective evaluation systems; those
themes can be characterized as diametrically opposed to the common themes for effective
evaluation systems listed above (Barth, 1990; Darling-Hammond, 2013; Heneman &
Milanowski, 2003; McLaughlin & Pfeifer, 1983; Milanowski & Heneman, 2001; Stiggins &
Duke, 1988; Wise et al, 1985). Additional common themes of ineffective systems that were
shared by two or more participants that are not covered above include: conflicting role of
principal as both evaluator and educational leader; teacher apathy, resistance, and anxiety,
generally due to inconsistent evaluation procedures, evaluator’s subjective judgment,
uncertainty, and lack of communication form evaluator regarding both evaluation results and
processes; lack of time for evaluation and follow-up, over-burdened teachers, principals, or
other evaluators; and lack of trust due to adversarial nature of evaluations on the part of
teachers, bargaining units, other evaluators, or principals (Barth, 1990; Darling-Hammond,
2013; Heneman & Milanowski, 2003; McLaughlin & Pfeifer, 1983; Milanowski &
Heneman, 2001; Stiggins & Duke, 1988; Wise et al, 1985).
Professionalism and Formative Evaluation Practices
There is an abundance of evidence in the research that evaluation practices that
involve professionalism contribute substantially to both improved teaching practices and
student learning and achievement (Barth, 1990; Darling-Hammond, 2013; McLaughlin &
Pfeifer, 1985; Peterson, 2000; Popham, 1988, 2013; Stiggins & Duke, 1988; Wise et al.,

207

1983). For the purposes of this study, the term “professionalism” is used thematically to
encompass all forms of formative practices that connect learning for teachers with
constructive feedback. According to Popham (2013a), formative teacher evaluation includes,
“activities directed toward the improvement of the teachers’ ongoing instruction. Formative
teacher evaluation is focused on helping teachers become as instructionally effective as they
can possibly be” (p. 17).
There is evidence that there are professional development programs and other
learning opportunities in place for participants such as grade level meetings and professional
learning communities (PLCs), some of which are a part of the evaluation process.
Professional development was not what they talked about when they described their
experience with the mandated teacher evaluation process. When they did, it was not a
significant part of their lived experience of what they perceive as the teacher evaluation
process, and it was overshadowed by the focus on student test scores. Moreover, most
participants did not describe a clear, meaningful connection to the overall evaluation system,
participants did not perceive professional development as important to their final evaluation
rating, and in some cases, participants even when the connection was made, did not find
value in the professional development being provided. Participants’ experiences are contrary
to what the research found to be characteristic of effective teacher evaluation systems: a
professional development program that is integrated, comprehensive, and clearly linked to
the evaluation system (McLaughlin & Pfeiffer, 1988; Stiggins & Duke, 1988; Stronge &
Tucker, 1999; Wise et al., 1985).
For example, Betsie said, “I just went to a PD on a SIOP [Sheltered Instruction
Observation Protocol] … If I could tell you all the words [I] would … Why can’t some of our
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school focus be more on that? That’s just on the back burner.” She also described a learning
experience that she said is not connected to her final evaluation rating. She said that being
evaluated by colleagues was a “positive experience.” She participated in this during the past
year as required by her district with one of the other third grade teachers in her building,
although it was not part of her official evaluation rating. She said, “[It was helpful] not
because she was telling me what she observed about me, but I had the opportunity to observe
what she was doing in her classroom and how her students were receptive to certain ways
that she was teaching.”
Emma echoed Betsie’s disconnect between PD and evaluation. She said when they
have district grade level meetings, “we don’t really talk about data. We talk—it’s more we’re
learning about something—we have reading workshop PD this year so it wasn’t really like an
opportunity to discuss data so much.” As she continued, she focused on the Discovery Ed
testing:
I’m just trying to think, of even like grade-level meetings in my building. We do talk
about things that we can do to become better teachers, and things that we would like
to try but it’s never based on Discovery Ed. It’s just based on other things happening
in our classroom—readings we do and things like that that give you ideas but it’s not
based on a test, at least [not] Discovery Ed.
Grace also did not connect PD with evaluation. She said that for the last 12 years
teachers in her district were “not allowed to do any professional development of our choice,”
and they only had professional development “through MAXX, or whoever they wanted us to
have it from.” She continued:
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If we wanted to go learn about anything else, like new research in learning disability
or something, if we paid for it they would give us the time off, but we had to pay for
everything. That was another way of controlling us.
Unlike the others, Michael did make a connection between PD and evaluation;
however, he did not find it to be helpful. He explained that while in his district, teachers
“were always told where we would grow and what we would do during those PLC times.
[There has been a] slow change happening connected to the word PLCs—professional
learning communities and in my mind, that was the time when everybody started asking the
data question over and over and over again.” He continued to explain:
Then they are telling us—then they’re leading us—(laughs) not only are they telling
us, but they’re actually leading us through a training that they hope that will make
those numbers change. We’ve really done nothing, except look at what they’ve
wanted us to, respond the way they’ve wanted us to, and then listened to some
training that they think will make us all respond in the same way. We really are just a
bunch of passive listeners sitting in the room saying—oh, even better (laughs) is the
fact that [administration is modeling] poor, poor teaching. We were all given the
same six-page article and half of our meeting time together—which is so valuable, we
never get to get together—is looking at this article on differentiation, or instruction
and “jigsawing” it. Do you know? (sighs) Oh god, so painful. Then we all walk out,
just like, “Oh my god, if we did that with our kids, (laughs) they would kill us. Could
you imagine getting your evaluation? Doing exactly what they just modeled at that
[meeting]?” It’s just not only not good planning but also not even modeling good
instructional practice through their instruction of teachers.
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This implication is significant because the legislated teacher evaluation policy
enacted in Michigan in 2011 acknowledged the need for professionalism through formative
supervision processes that effectively support the professional learning of every teacher and
these processes and practices are also mandated in the legislation (Ballard, J., 2011; Keesler
& Howe, 2012; State of Michigan, 2011).
Autonomy and self-determination. In the quotes above, the four participants that I
have grouped into the “downright discontent” cluster, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael,
also describe a loss of professional autonomy. Those representative quotes are consistent
throughout the interviews. Although their ability to set their own goals varies, they perceive
increased administrative control over goal setting; three of the four do not have choice over
which assessments will be used as evidence of student growth; have reduced choice over
professional development, teaching practices; and feel a loss of autonomy to draw from their
professional experience, knowledge, values, and beliefs. They used terms such as
“disempowered,” “defeated,” and “worthless” throughout the interviews. Betsie, Emma,
Grace, and Michael on one hand know they are good teachers, and on the other hand, they
perceive they are viewed as “not good enough” and have found themselves doubting their
own competence at times. Although they have some positive collegial relationships, they also
described significant adversarial relationships related to the mandated evaluation process.
They expressed worry that they might get to a point where they leave the profession, or were
actively contemplating leaving. Michael said, “I’m looking for a way out.”
However, Ava, the remaining participant grouped into the “conditionally content”
cluster, had a distinctly different perception of the evaluation process. She also described a
different mandated evaluation process and is content with the present evaluation process as
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long as she has some professional autonomy. For the time being, even though she does not
have control over determining the actual evaluation process used in her district, she does
have autonomy over setting her own goals for improvement, choice over which assessments
to use as evidence of student growth, choice over teaching practices, and autonomy to draw
from her professional experience, knowledge, values, and beliefs. Ava is confident in her
competency as an educator and described positive relationships with administrators. She
made her boundary very clear: “If I can’t educate children in the way I know they need to be
educated, and they force me to educate children in a way that I think is inappropriate, I just
can’t do it. I’ll just go do something else.”
The differences between participants are not only consistent with the substantial body
of research on teacher evaluation systems and professionalism documented and detailed
above, they are also consistent with research related to a need for autonomy and selfdetermination (Deci & Ryan, 2000). A brief review of the literature related to selfdetermination theory follows below.
In their research related to self-determination theory (SDT), Deci and Ryan (2000)
assert that humans have three innate psychological needs that “are essential for ongoing
psychological growth, integrity, and well-being” (p. 229); they identify those needs as
autonomy, relatedness, and competence. The underlying foundational assumption of SDT is
that humans are innately designed to be active, are growth-oriented, adaptive, and will by
nature seek to “engage interesting activities, to exercise capacities, to pursue connectedness
in social groups, and to integrate intrapsychic and interpersonal experiences into a relative
unity” (p. 229). They further argue that all three of the needs are integral to “optimal
development so that none can be thwarted or neglected without significant negative
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consequences” (p. 229) and are necessary in order to understand behavior that is goaldirected as well as intrinsic and extrinsic motivation.
Deci and Ryan (2000) argue that intrinsic motivation is maintained or enhanced,
extrinsic motivation is regulated from a more autonomous basis, and the accomplishment of
goals and aspirations are promoted in situations that support the essential needs for
autonomy, relatedness, and competence. On the other hand, they assert that when basic needs
were not supported, the result was “less intrinsic motivation, more controlled regulation and
amotivation, and stronger extrinsic aspirations, which in turn lead to diminished experience,
performance, and wellness” (p. 263). This research is applicable to the differences in
participants’ lived experiences described above for several reasons: much of the work of
teachers is goal-directed, it requires intrinsic motivation to accomplish those goals, and
participants have, for the most part, lost control over goal setting and how to accomplish
those goals. Moreover, in the case of the majority, their evaluation experiences are
adversarial and one or more of those needs, autonomy, relatedness, and competence range
from being severely challenged to absent.
Trust and relationships. Trust, mistrust, and both positive and adversarial
relationships were recurring themes in the cross-case analysis. As participants described their
lived experience of mandated evaluation, there was considerable variation that ranged from
high levels of trust and positive relationships (Ava) to explicit distrust and adversarial
relationships (Michael and Grace) and somewhere in between (Betsie and Emma). For
example, Ava said, “the basic line is trust … I also have a good relationship with my
principal so there’s a trust there.” Michael said, “I don’t trust my principal. She’s a nice
person, but I don’t trust her. And I do not trust higher administration at all. I feel as if their
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goals are not mine.” Grace recounted the following exchange with her principal, “‘You
know, I’ve always been honest with you and I know you’ve been honest (finger quotes as she
said “honest”) with me.’ I wanted to say, ‘I hope you’re honest with me. I know you’re not.’”
Betsie and Emma are somewhere in between. Betsie began to wonder if she can trust
her administrator and experiences turbulent relationships with some co-workers. Emma was
silent about trust for her principal, yet her silence implied trust; however, she does not trust
the evaluation process and began to question whether her final rating could be trusted if
administrators are tacitly using “forced ranking” and already know how many teachers will
be ranked in each of the four categories. Emma said, “How true are the evaluations then? Are
some people getting effective when they really should be highly effective, but they can’t
because there are too many highly effectives?”
Participants’ descriptions of trust or lack of trust echo the findings in the body of
research related to teacher evaluation. Researchers, including Barth (1990), Conley and
Glasman (2008), Darling-Hammond (2013), Heneman and Milanowski (2003), McLaughlin
and Pfeifer (1983), Milanowski and Heneman (2001), Stiggins and Duke (1988), and Wise et
al, (1985), identified lack of trust due to adversarial nature of evaluations on the part of
teachers, bargaining units, other evaluators, or principals as a characteristic of ineffective
teacher evaluation systems. Moreover, Bryk and Schneider (2002) and Tschannen-Moran
(2004) identified trust as a vital element, indeed a resource critical to the daily functioning of
a school. Bryk and Schneider (2002) argued that the existing arrangements for governing
public schools are embedded with constraints and deterrents that significantly hinder soughtafter improvements.
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The work of Bryk and Schneider (2002) is not only relevant, it is also compatible
with that of self-determination (Deci and Ryan, 2000) as well as the body of research on
teacher evaluation and professionalism discussed above. Bryk and Schneider (2002) assert
that in addition to the structure, content, and pedagogical arrangements of a school, teachers
must engage in daily social encounters with colleagues, parents, and students. Without
positive social relationships, schools are less likely to function well or improve. They argue:
The social relationships at work in school communities comprise a fundamental
feature of their operations. The nature of these social exchanges, and the local cultural
features that shape them, condition a school’s capacity to improve. Designing good
schools requires us to think about how best to organize the work of adults so that they
are more likely to fashion together a coherent environment for the development of
children. We have learned, based on our research on school reform in Chicago, that a
broad base of trust across a school community lubricates much of a school’s day-today functioning and is a critical resource as local leaders embark on ambition
improvement plans. (p. 5)
The implications are consequential. The evaluation practices adopted by some Michigan
school districts in compliance of the teacher evaluation mandate result in teachers’ perception
of trust and positive relationships; the evaluation practices and procedures of other districts
result in teachers’ perception of eroding trust and deteriorating relationships.
Accountability
Public schools, Cuban (1990) asserts, differ from organizations in the private sector
because public schools are supported by public tax dollars and are governed by an elected
board of education comprised of lay people, thereby making public schools subject to
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governmental and public scrutiny and accountability. For the purposes of this study, I use the
term “accountability” thematically to encompass summative teacher evaluation as evaluation
that is “aimed at making a decision about (1) whether to reward the teacher for atypically fine
performance, (2) the teacher’s continued employment, or (3) the need to place the teacher on
an improve-or-else professional-support program” (Popham, 2013a, p. 17). This definition is
consistent with the language in the mandated teacher evaluation law Michigan legislators
enacted in 2011, which for the first time required that student achievement in the form of test
scores be directly tied to individual teachers and be used “as a significant factor” (USDOE,
2009, p. 9) in evaluating individual teachers (and principals).
There is evidence that, despite the requirement for both formative and summative
practices, the mandated teacher evaluation legislation has been interpreted by local school
district administrators as preferring or promoting an evaluation process that favors
summative evaluation practices in the form of student test scores over formative practices
with the goal of ranking, then eliminating the worst teachers. This is significant; a number of
educational researchers question the inclusion validity of student test scores in teacher
evaluation. Hill, Kapitula, and Umland (2011) conclude, “Although we do recommend the
use of value-added scores in combination with discriminating observation systems, evidence
presented here suggests that value-added scores alone are not sufficient to identify teachers
for reward, remediation, or removal” (p .826). Popham (2013) argues there are a variety of
pitfalls in using student test scores to evaluate a teacher’s instructional ability. He warns:
In sum, the traditional measurement mission of educational tests, though not without
its applications, is not consonant with the evaluation of teachers’ instructional ability.
Only those standardized tests for which there is sufficient validity evidence, and in
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this instance such evidence revolves around a tests demonstrable instructional
sensitivity, should be used to evaluate teachers. Absent such evidence, standardized
tests should have no role in the evaluation of America’s teachers. (p. 65)
Participants perceive that their districts have developed and implemented local
teacher evaluation processes that are consistent with a deficit model. All participants perceive
that the only thing that matters now to their administrators are student test scores and that
underlying the mandated teacher evaluation legislation is the assumption that the worst
teachers need to be fired. I will provide a discussion of four areas of impact, focus on student
test score data, school improvement, forced ranking, and teacher recruitment and retention.
Focus on student test score data. Participants are unanimous in their perception that
their local districts have developed and implemented teacher evaluation processes that favor
and focus on summative evaluation practices, primarily in the form of data from student test
scores; professionalism and formative practices are overshadowed (see professionalism
above). Moreover, participants were unanimous in their perception that the tests mandated by
their administrators did not adequately measure student growth, were not necessarily based
on the standards or goals at their grade level, nor were they an adequate measure of the
complexities of their teaching. This is consistent with O’Day (2002):
Validity with respect to measurement of the goals (e.g., standards) is a critical aspect
of an assessment’s quality: if the assessment does not measure what it purports to
measure, it could actually draw attention away from the goals of the system rather
than toward them. This potential problem is compounded in a situation like that in
Chicago, where the use of a single measure and the attachment of consequences to
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that measure intensifies attention to the measure rather than to the larger goal of
increased student learning. (p. 15)
For example, Grace said:
I just feel like the evaluation isn’t about kids. It’s not about our interactions [with
kids] and what we do with kids. In the end, it’s always about the data and the test
scores. Everything revolves around that. … The principal [said] basically, “Yeah,
that’s all nice. But this is the end [goal]—the data. The levels they’re at.” How can
you get here if you neglect all of these human things? It’s not going to happen. … If I
have to have someone come in so I can do data for two hours a day, they’re fine with
that, even though it takes away instructional time. It’s very odd to me. Sometimes
they have aides whose students are absent, so they’ll call and say, “Hey, so-and-so’s
available for a half hour. Do you want to do some assessing on kids?” You give them
[the aides] something fun to do. That’s [considered] educational time. But, as long as
I’m assessing and testing these little kids, they’re happy.
Betsie concurred. She described it this way:
That has to be in our goal. Which is a clear sign to me that that’s all we’re really
looking at it in this data—that is the major thing that they’re looking at for
evaluations—how are your kids scoring overall?
Emma’s district has adopted a special online assessment, Discovery Education, that is
only used for obtaining a test score for teacher evaluation. She is not allowed to use
assessments given for report card purposes to demonstrate student growth, with the exception
of a running record for reading. She explained:
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No one cares about the social piece or the emotional piece. [Now] it’s all just about
test scores … We don’t do anything with them aside from test students with them [for
teacher evaluation] … They want it to look good so that it looks like, ‘Oh, 95% of our
students were at this level,’ so they look good to everybody. Mostly [it is] she, but the
teachers are required to follow suit … That’s what I feel like the data has done. It’s all
about looking good, and our students are here as opposed to, yours are not.
Michael’s experience mirrors Emma’s. His district also has adopted Discovery
Education online testing as the sole test score used for teacher evaluation. He explained:
It’s just the notion that everything that you’ve done for a student all year—
everything—has come down to one 35-minute test and that somehow that’s a
reflection of everything that you’ve done—that one number or that one colored dot
and how many of those colored dots you have.
Ava also talked about the shift in focus to testing students. She explained that her
district does not agree with the percentage the state is requiring related to student test scores
for teacher evaluations and is doing all they can to support teachers, particularly by having
teachers choose the assessments they use to measure their students’ academic growth. She
said, “We do have some [computerized testing]. MAP testing is computerized. Now the
State’s doing that huge push down and they want to include kindergarten in this testing.”
Forced ranking. I first became aware of forced ranking or stacked ranking, before I
even knew that it was actually a practice with a name, when I heard administrative colleagues
say things about the evaluation mandate such as “now I have to rank my teachers top to
bottom” and “I was told by central office that I could only rate a small percentage of my
teachers as highly effective.” Colleagues did not have a name for this practice and it did not
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make sense to me. I knew the evaluation mandate called for using four categories, highly
effective, effective, minimally effective, and ineffective, for teachers’ final summative
evaluation rating instead of the previous three categories, which in most schools generally
were “satisfactory,” “needs improvement,” and “unsatisfactory;” however, I had not read
anything in the actual legislative documents that called for these practices. I was both curious
and disturbed, so I searched the teacher evaluation literature but could not find anything.
Ironically, a few months later, in November 2013, as I was preparing my proposal for this
research, I saw and read a headline news article that Microsoft was abandoning the practice
of “stacked ranking” (Olson, 2013). I now had a potential name for what I was hearing from
colleagues.
Once I had a name for the practice, I was able to search the business and economics
literature with success and, while I was not sure it applied, I included it in my literature
review for this study. Stacked ranking is a corporate business practice also called “forced
distribution” or “forced ranking.” This system was conceived and popularized in the early
1980s by former General Electric (GE) CEO Jack Welch and ranks individual employee
performance on a bell-shaped curve, then removes the bottom 10% every year (Berger et al.,
2013; Lawler, 2002; Schleicher et al., 2009; Scullen et al., 2005; Stewart et al., 2010). As I
was re-reading Darling-Hammond (2013), during my final analysis, I noticed a footnote that
led me to Hanushek’s (2010) economic modelling research and his proposal that average
student achievement would increase if “we could eliminate the least effective 5 percent of
teachers from the distribution” (p. 475), despite any empirical research supporting this claim.
Many large corporations such as Goodyear, Conoco, and Ford faced and lost sizeable
lawsuits and have abandoned the practice (Stewart et al., 2010). Research in the field of
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economics identified forced distribution ranking systems as similar in structure to
tournaments where winners compete for a limited number of prizes, often resulting in an
incentive to sabotage others in order to advance one’s own standing. To determine if similar
incentive effects could apply to FDRS, they conducted a “real-effort experiment” (Berger et
al., 2013, p. 55) involving a variety of treatments, including a baseline task with no FDRS
that acts as a control. Their key result was that productivity increased by approximately 6–
12% under the FDRS treatment only when “there is no possibility to interfere with the
colleagues’ work” (Berger et al., 2013, p. 55). However, Berger et al. (2013) found that their
key result was “reversed when we study additional treatments in which employees can
sabotage their colleagues’ work. In this setting, the between-worker competition induced by a
forced distribution generates detrimental effects that outweigh potential productivity gains”
(p. 55).
This is significant because the research related to teacher evaluation is consistent in
concluding that collaboration and trust are essential for improvement and well-functioning
schools; competition can undermine collegial efforts (Barth, 1990; Bryk & Schneider, 2002;
Darling-Hammond, 2013; Heneman & Milanowski, 2003; McLaughlin & Pfeifer, 1983;
Milanowski & Heneman, 2001; Stiggins & Duke, 1988; Tschannen-Moran 2004; Wise et al,
1985). This is compatible with the research findings related to forced distribution and stacked
ranking (Berger et al., 2013; Lawler, 2002; Schleicher et al., 2009; Scullen et al., 2005;
Stewart et al., 2010).
There is strong evidence that school administrators are now using some form of this
outdated, ineffective, and counterproductive business practice in response to the teacher
evaluation mandate. There is also evidence that there is an increase in competition, or in
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Ava’s case, administrators’ initial decision to rank everyone effective in order to avoid
competition as well as discordant collegial relationships that are a hindrance to collaborative
work, and the majority of participants perceive that attaining the ranking of highly effective
as nearly impossible to achieve.
Michael said he was rated highly effective the past two years; however, achieving a
highly effective rating is a moving target, and he does not know what his rating will be this
year because he was concerned about some students and their data. I was surprised when I
asked Michael during Interview One if he felt like he had any control over the data and he
explained:
I really don't feel like I have control over that. I certainly don't have any control over
what they picked to be my data. … Last year when it was DIBBLES, right before
final numbers came out for the district, there was a principal’s meeting and we
received an email that everything—all the data—was being reevaluated, and they
were reassessing how it was going to be interpreted and that we would know by suchand-such a date where we fell on the effective/ineffective/highly effective bell curve.
And so, all of the things that they said were going to be like, “If this percentage of
your students got this in this and this,” those things all changed (snaps fingers) in a
meeting three quarters of the way through the year. What they had set up as how they
were going to distribute that data, and what it would mean, was rethought,
reconfigured, and then we were all given our ineffective/effective/highly effective
ratings. So, our thinking [was] that they looked at how many they wanted to have
ineffective, how many they wanted to have effective, how many wanted to have highly
effective, and they actually did a net number for the effective. They made it harder to
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get highly effective and less easy to get ineffective … By looking at the data that came
out, they rearranged what a “C” was, what a “B” was, and what [was] an “A” was in
terms of numbers. Because—that is exactly what they did. Because we got the new
numbers and it made a lot of people happy who would have ended up ineffective. But
it also made people that would have been highly effective miss it by two or three
points. The fact that they can just arbitrarily do that at a meeting date with
administrators so that they can show a district, I don’t know, report—I don’t really
know. It just seems like, “Is it really supposed to be that arbitrary? That an entire
school district can pivot on a meeting between administrators?” It just—it felt—it
feels very wrong. It feels terrible. It feels (long pause) it just feels, (pause) yeah. You
feel helpless. You feel completely helpless in the system.
After Interview Three, I turned off the recorder and Michael began to speak even more
candidly than he had during any of the interviews. I asked his permission to turn the
recording device back on and he said yes. He continued:
I think that they know exactly how many are going to be effective, how many highly
effective, or how many—or, one ineffective. I think they know those numbers when
they move into their year. They kind of assume who they’re going to be and they
make it happen by planning their walk-throughs at times when they’ll look good or
planning their walk-throughs right after a tornado drill. You know? Those different
things, you can change. I think it's all subjective because it's on a rubric, and it
depends on what you see at one moment. I think I shared that one teacher was told,
“Hey, you got a highly effective in this space right here because I was sitting next to
Johnny, and Johnny said this. So that moved you up.” And the teacher's reflection on
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that was, “So, if you wouldn't have been sitting next to Johnny, I would have only
gotten a three on that?” You know? Or what if another principal didn't even perceive
that as what you perceived it as? That it's—it's unfair. So, you're absolutely biased,
again, about what you want to see. And what you want to give to a teacher. Your
mood for the day. Whether you're behind on your evaluations. If you're scrambling
through them, you can see it. You can see it on our principal's face if she's in a crap
mood. By the pace of her heels down the floor. And—by just the intensity on her
face, and you hope that that's not your day for a walk-through.
Emma also echoed Michael’s concern. When I asked her, “Were there teachers in
your building that were highly effective that you're aware of?” she said she has heard rumors
that administrators have determined in advance how many teachers will fall into each of the
ranking categories. Although she acknowledged she did not hear this first-hand, she is
nonetheless concerned and frustrated. She explained:
I'm not sure, to be honest with you. I heard some people were not happy with their
evaluations, so I don't know if that means they got an effective and they wanted to be
highly effective, or I don't know if that means they got a minimally effective. I don't
think anyone would be not effective. But, something I heard, which is interesting
too—and again this could be hearsay—some of the teachers had heard that only a
certain number of teachers within a building could be highly effective. Like, you can’t
have too many highly effective teachers. [Principals] have to monitor how many
teachers are getting highly effective. I don’t know [how they do that] ... But that was
talked about multiple times. They had heard it from, I think even an administrator, I
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can’t remember for certain. But I almost feel like it was from an administrator, that
they could only have a certain number of highly effectives.
Grace also said she thinks it is predetermined who will be ranked highly effective,
although she does not specifically say administrators have it planned ahead in order to rank a
certain number of teachers into a given rating. When I asked her if she felt like the evaluation
process affected any relationships, she said:
… I wasn't really angry at him, because I feel he's being ordered to do this too. And I
really like him. And I think he really likes me. We get along well. I wasn't an- [angry
at him] I'm angry at this whole process. I wouldn't want to be in his position for
anything. And, I don't know how other districts are. It's just a function of how much
money you have, or if you need to get rid of staff to save money, this is how you do
it. They could hire two people for me. Two people right out of college for me. I think
intentionally [it’s not possible or attainable for every teacher to be highly effective], if
everybody’s doing a good job, then there’s no grounds to move people—there’s
nothing. You’re in good standing. We know who’s going to get highly effective every
year and they do—they’re the best friends of the evaluators. I’m not saying they’re
not good teachers, but when you’re evaluating your best friend, it’s a little bit
different. … Yeah, I’d like to be highly effective, but I don’t’ think it’s possible for
me.
Ava explained that her administrators wanted to avoid competition:
The first year they said they were going to make everybody effective. … nobody was
going to be determined highly effective. They didn’t want that competition kind of
feel. If you were effective, you were effective, and you’re doing a great job … Then
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the second year they said they were going to make everybody effective but then …
two of them chose to make people highly effective, while the other administrator
[said] “Well, I don’t want that kind of competition so I’m not going make anybody in
my building highly effective … This year [the third year], it was, “If they’re highly
effective, you have to make them highly effective. You can’t just make everybody
effective.
Teacher recruitment and retention. Implications related to teacher recruitment and
retention emerged during the final analysis related to participants’ frustration and
dissatisfaction with previously discussed school accountability measures and loss of
autonomy. I did not include a discussion of related literature; therefore, I provide a brief
review here. Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, & Carver-Thomas (2016) project a growing
“teacher shortage in the United States” (p. 70) due to a variety of reasons, one of which is
“dissatisfaction with recent school accountability measures” (p. 50). Their analysis report
indicated the following:
The top five reasons teachers identified as important or very important in their
decision to leave the classroom, other than retirement, were child care or pregnancy
(37%), pursuit of another career (28%), dissatisfaction with recent school
accountability measures (25%), dissatisfaction with the administration (21%), and
dissatisfaction with teaching as a career (21%). (p. 50)
The implications are significant for both attracting and retaining a high-quality teaching
workforce. An analysis of federal data by Sutcher, Darling-Hammond, and Carver-Thomas
(2016) projects a growing “teacher shortage in the United States” (p. 70). In addition,
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Michigan is experiencing a decline in enrollment in teacher preparation programs as well as
teacher shortages across the state. According to Higgins of the Detroit Free Press (2015),
Teacher training programs across Michigan have seen dramatic enrollment declines,
threatening to create even more teacher shortages in hard-to-staff areas such as
foreign languages, special education and early childhood programs. Statewide,
enrollment in teacher prep programs declined 38% from 2008–09 to 2012–13,
according to the most recent federal data available.
This is significant and is also consistent with self-determination and autonomy; there
is evidence that participants are either worried about losing their job (Betsie), worried that
the evaluation system will get to be too much and they will have to quit (Emma and Ava), or
at the time of the interview was actively looking to leave the profession (Michael and Grace).
Grace retired one year after the research interview was conducted and one other participant
has left the classroom as of this writing.
Educational Policy Implementation
The previous review of the literature on policy implementation revealed that
implementation of policy is particularly difficult, and it cannot be assumed that policy will be
implemented as written or intended (Fowler, 2004; Halverson & Clifford, 2006; Honig,
2006; Spillane et al., 2002). Halverson and Clifford (2006) used distributed cognition
analysis to examine the role of an individuals’ discretion, along with organizational practice,
played in implementation of a new teacher evaluation policy. They found that teacher
evaluators rely heavily on their own discretion to resolve conflicting features of the policy.
General policy implementation considerations raised by Fowler (2004) included
motives for adoption, appropriateness of the policy for the local context, controversial nature
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of a policy, adequate support, planning, monitoring, time, personnel, and funding. More
specifically, Fowler (2004) argued that while policies are “usually developed close to the top
of the political system” (p. 11), and they are “put into practice close to the grass roots. …
educators … are human beings with minds of their own making decisions in a specific social
and cultural context that they understand better than presidents, governors, legislators, and
judges” (p. 11). As a result, Fowler (2004) stated:
All policies are therefore mediated through the context in which they are
implemented, and change in the process. These changes may take the form of minor
adjustments or major transformations, but policies are always (emphasis in original)
altered during implementation. (p. 11)
Power and control. Although I had considered the literature around policy
implementation in my review of the literature, during the analysis it became clear that a
theme of power and control had emerged that I had not anticipated, so I returned to the
literature and provide a brief review here. There is evidence of differences in interpretation
and in implementation of the mandated teacher evaluation legislation of 2011, particularly
around power and control. This is significant because “power relations are institutionalized in
school systems, school administrators have power through their organizational positions”
(Fowler, 2004, p. 26). They are charged with that power in order to enact educational policy
handed down to them from the government. According to Fowler (2004), power can be used
in two ways; distributively, where one actor exerts power unilaterally over another, or
facilitatively, where the actor with power shares that power (Fowler, 2004).
With the teacher evaluation legislation, Michigan legislators shifted in power in two
ways. First, they shifted power from local school district administrators to state government
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by mandating teacher evaluation systems with which local administrators must comply and
implement; second, at the same time, legislators shifted power from teachers and local
teacher associations to local administrators explicitly prohibiting teacher evaluation as a topic
for collective bargaining, thus removing safeguards that were in place that assured a balance
of power (Ballard, 2011). The legislation did not; however, prohibit collaboration between
administrators and teachers when developing a teacher evaluation system.
There is evidence of both distributive and facilitative exertion of power by local
district administrators. Ava, in the “conditionally content” grouping, provides an example of
district administration exerting power both facilitatively and distributively. She perceived
that her district has decided to share the power shifted to them by keeping teachers in mind.
She explained that her district disagrees with the percentage the state is requiring related to
student test scores for teacher evaluations and is doing all they can to “buffer” teachers,
particularly by having teachers choose the assessments they use to measure their students’
academic growth, thus exerting a facilitative use of power. She fears state legislators will
change the regulations so her district will no longer have that option. She said:
We do have some [computerized testing]. MAP testing is computerized. Now the
State’s doing that huge push down and they want to include kindergarten in this
testing. I don’t know—I’d like to see that test … I think it’s first and up but not at
kindergarten level at this point. It’s used as an instructional tool, not as an evaluation
tool.
However, Ava’s administrators exerted power distributively by unilaterally determining the
entire evaluation process. She said, “It’s all a point system. They have it down to a point
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system. You chose how you present it. You chose what data piece you’re going to bring …
Then you make that comparison of growth.”
There was little to no evidence of administrators’ exertion of power facilitatively with
the remaining four participants who were in the “downright discontent” grouping. This is
consistent with behaviors seen as organizations respond to threat previously discussed in
Conley and Glasman (2008); they argue that the current political emphasis on school reform
through accountability has the potential to create threats for school districts that may
intensify fear and conflict already present in teacher evaluation. When a threat to an
organization is perceived, real or imagined, maladaptive responses such as rigidity, a return
to centralized bureaucracy, a reduction in information flow, increased attention to efficiency,
and an emphasis on formal procedures at the individual, group, and organizational levels.
These responses have a tendency to erode relationships, promote fear, and increase distrust
(Conley & Glasman, 2008).
For example, Grace said:
Everything is dictated [the assessments used for data] … We’re told our opinions
don’t matter, so keep them to yourself. Now when we go to meetings, we sit with our
hands in our lap. We never offer anything. They [administrators] don’t really want to
hear it anyway. Most of the decisions are already made. It’s just their attempt to make
you feel like you have some thought in the process.
Michael also indicated teachers had no part in developing the mandated evaluation
process in his district. He said he thought “administrators and our HR person at the time”
developed the evaluation plan, although he was uncertain about the exact decision-making
process they used; however, he was certain “it was not teachers.”
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Emma’s experience is much like the others. She expressed frustration with the
choices administrators in her district made when deciding which assessments are used to
measure student growth for teacher evaluation at each grade level. She said administrators
give ambiguous responses when teachers raise questions. She explained:
Our administration chooses the assessments. I believe our curriculum director is the
one at the forefront, but I do think that all of the administration plays some role in it.
The assessments we use for reading are Discovery Education online test that we
administer three times a year [in] September, January, and May. Also for reading we
can use Running Records … For math, it’s just Discovery Education. We don’t have
anything else.
A different policy environment. During the final analysis, it became evident that
participants were having difficulty understanding or making sense or meaning of current
educational policy generated in the state legislature, so I also returned to the literature for
guidance. The expanded review of the literature on educational policy implementation related
to policy environment provided here is illuminating. Fowler (2004) also argues that over the
past 20 years, the policy environment has changed, beginning in the early 1980s with the
Reagan Administration. Until then, she states:
Public schools were among the most respected institutions of U.S. society. … few
people raised questions about its fundamental legitimacy. Until the early eighties,
funding for schools was more or less adequate … state governments delegated most
of their authority over public education to local school districts without requiring
them to do much to demonstrate accountability. … educators were considered experts
with valuable opinions about education policy. (p. 3)
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Since that time, the policy environment has changed due to changes in the economy and
demographic makeup, as well as a major ideological shift (Fowler 2004). According to
Fowler (2004), “In general, the focus of education politics has shifted from equality issues to
issues relating to excellence, accountability, and choice” (p. 5). Fowler (2004) attributes this
ideological shift to business leaders and the emergence of “traditional conservatives—such as
the Religious Right” who for a variety of reasons are highly “critical of public education” (p.
5). This shift has influenced both political parties, and public education is presently
considered to be in crisis by many in business, government, the general public, and by the
media; changes that have been proposed will change public education profoundly, or “over
time, cause it to disappear in some areas and among some populations” (Fowler, 2004, p. 3),
leading teachers and administrators in public schools to feel “confused and even resentful as
they cope with the resulting policy climate” (p. 3).
The lived experiences of the participants in this study provide evidence that affirms
Fowler’s (2004) assertion that the policy environment has changed, although they are not
necessarily aware of it or its origins, especially as they tried to make sense of the entire
mandated evaluation process. The participants’ experience is that the evaluation processes
and procedures adopted by their districts are so antithetical to any previous evaluation
experience in any setting and so entirely foreign to their professional understandings of what
it means to teach well, to evaluate, and to be evaluated, that participants make little to no
sense of the phenomenon of mandated evaluation, have difficulty conceiving why anyone
would think this is a good thing, are confounded as to who might have instigated the idea in
the first place, and feel like conspiracy theorists when they dare to attempt to understand.
While participants described increased administrative control over their respective district
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evaluation policies and processes, they ascribe that control as stemming from Michigan state
legislators or the federal government, but actuating from the influence of unknown “others”
from outside both state and federal government. This is highly significant because in order to
successfully cope with the new policy environment or hope to influence it in any way,
education professionals—teachers and administrators—must fully understand and accept the
current policy climate and the forces that are associated with it.
Ava was the closest in making sense that might align with a new policy environment,
yet she thinks she must be a “conspiracy theory person” to be speaking it out loud and, in the
end, she still could not quite trust her own thinking. Ava was clearly embarrassed and spoke
with a hesitant, halting manner as she explained:
The first thing that comes to my mind is the state has put in (pause) or is trying to put
in an evaluation system that they don’t know how to implement, and that they don’t
know how to credential. … I think that honestly (pause) this is going to sound bad
(long pause) that’s okay. I’m not really a conspiracy theory person, but I feel that,
where we’re at right now, they [state legislators] want the public school system to fail
and they are moving through in a very concise, precise manner, putting things into
practice that they feel will make that happen. I feel that way and I never would have
felt that way. If you would have asked me that 10 years ago, I never would have felt
that way—ever … I’m going to grab this (gets up to get a document) because I saw
this on my bulletin board and I knew I had put this up there. This was from 2006. It
says, “Education makes a people easy to lead but difficult to drive. Easy to govern,
but impossible to enslave.” … I think it’s almost like they want to dumb them down
because if you dumb down your population they’re much easier to control. That’s
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what I feel, and the best way to dumb down your population is to attack the people
that are educating your children and remove the people that know what they’re
doing—that are strong visionaries and that want to move forward. Let’s just keep
chipping away at your educational system and keep chipping away at your educators,
and sooner or later you’ll get a whole bunch of them to be gone and then it’s just
much easier to control … Maybe I’m way (emphasis in voice) off base, and if I’m
proven wrong, I’ll be the first one to say, “Ooh, man, I must have been working too
hard.” (laughs) “I wasn’t looking at things in the right perspective.” … I feel that
that’s coming from outside sources that are impacting our state legislature and they’re
allowing that to happen.
Michael echoed Ava’s thinking:
I just feel like we’re pedaling furiously to meet some guideline that’s being made by
some committee of governors somewhere, and some other group that is not listening
either … we are—kids and teachers are caught in the wake of it all trying to keep up
… It feels as if there’s some political machine that’s kind of running moving this
forward under the pretense [that] our students aren’t—our population of the United
States is somehow failing compared to New Zealand, or the Philippines, or whatever
those high achieving places are. That’s the data they use all the time. That, as a world
power, shouldn’t we be keeping pace with whoever so we start buying into this notion
that education is broken. Yet, I don’t think anyone wants to replace the United States’
diversity and culture with the singular culture of one country that has a unique
struggle of its own. I just wonder who’s driving this. It just feels political.
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Emma agreed and identified “legislature, government, politicians … people …
external forces.” She explained:
I feel like others feel the need to control this profession when they really have no idea
what it’s like to be a teacher … I mean more like legislature, government, politicians.
They think that they know the profession but really, they don’t know the profession
… Most of them haven’t set foot in a school since they graduated from high school …
They don’t have bachelor’s degrees and master’s degrees in education. Why are they
dictating what we should be doing? It makes absolutely no sense. They would never
dictate [to] another profession … Legislators aren’t going into the medical field and
telling them what doctors need to do. Why are they doing that to teachers? … I just
feel like the profession is getting a bad rap because, what do people think? “You can’t
complain. You get the entire summer off.” Well, what they don’t know is that
yesterday—and this is the truth—I was sitting on my computer doing stuff for the fall
for school—so no, I don’t have summers off, I’m getting things ready for the fall …
If people would just leave us alone and let us go into the classroom and teach, like we
know how to do, it would be fine. But there are just all of these external factors.
Grace concurred, but only identifies the source as the state legislature:
I know education is a big part of the [state of Michigan] budget. It feels in Michigan
that public education needs to go. I think that’s what Michigan legislators are
thinking. That would save a lot of money. That’s (long pause) I don’t know.
Everything they do damages it [public education], so what else are you to think? I
don’t know what the hidden agenda is, or the motive, [long pause] but it just doesn’t
make sense to me.
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Betsie did not identify external control as coming from the state or legislators;
however, she described outside business benefactors that influence curriculum, teaching
practices, and consequently, teacher evaluation. She said:
But I also know that there are grants and other things that weigh over her, in terms of,
“you need to make sure—this money is telling you that you have to go this way, and
this money is telling you that you have to be specific in this area.” How does she
make sure that all of these things happen? Well, she tells you what areas you have to
center your goals or teaching around … One of our partners … is funded by a
business from here and we were told that the problem gap for lack of better words, is
through third and fourth grade in literacy. So, we, as third and fourth grade teachers,
had to make sure that we had some amount of [our] goal written toward literacy for
that. But, what’s proof? There wasn’t anything, no, just better scores … If you want
me to have better scores in literacy, just give me more time so that they can practice
reading. Stop giving me more test prep stuff. Stop giving me all of these extra
materials that would have cost thousands of dollars.
Organizational Considerations
In this section, it is instructive to consider two broad concepts from organizational
and institutional theory: organizational rationality and organizational culture. In my previous
review of the literature, I focused primarily on organizational culture (Schein, 2010), the
implications of which are discussed below. However, during the cross-case analysis, as I
thought back to my course work related to organizational theory I remembered the concept
that organizations generally protect their “technical core,” and it became clear that is only
happening in Ava’s case. So, I went back to organizational theory and, while there are many
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other organizational theory references from which implications could be drawn, I chose to
focus on Thompson (2010) as it related to organizational rationality and technical core. I
provide a brief review in the next section.
Organizational rationality. When considering organizational rationality, public
schools can be thought of as complex organizations that can be categorized as operating an
intensive technology with three well defined sub-levels, each with its own responsibilities
and degree of control: technical core—teachers, managerial—building principal, and
institutional—central office administration (Thompson, 2010). According to Thompson
(2010), organizational rationality has “three major component activities: (1) input activities,
(2) technological activities, and (3) output activities” (p. 19). An organization’s “technology
rationality” is comprised of two components: instrumental—the stated actions produce the
desired results, and economic—the results are produced with the least resources (Thompson,
2010). Public education poses a several constraints and complications related to
organizational rationality: public schools are not able to control their input activities, it is
mandatory that they must admit and serve all students within a certain age-range, students do
not all achieve to the same levels, and it is difficult to standardize learning. Therefore, public
education is instrumentally imperfect. Moreover, there is tension related to output
activities—normatively, the output activity is stated as learning or student achievement;
however, in reality the output activity might be better described as “sorting,” or a
combination of both.
There are several implications here that I found to be relevant. First, the recent
accountability movement seeks to measure the instrumental component by measuring student
achievement and/or growth, assigning that growth to individual teachers, where in the past,
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the instrumental component would have been measured at the building or organizational
level. This is a significant shift for which there is no supporting empirical research. In
addition, by measuring the instrumental component through the teacher evaluation process by
the ranking of teachers, it struck me and caused me to wonder if public schools are now
sorting the sorters.
Second, according to Thompson (2010), “the technology of education rests on
abstract systems of belief about relationships among teachers, teaching materials, and pupils;
but learning theories assume the presence of these variables and proceed from that point” (p.
19). There is evidence that variables that are beyond teachers’ control are not taken into
consideration in the teacher evaluation process as all five participants perceive that they are
being held accountable for numerous variables beyond their control.
For example, Ava said:
It isn’t about, “I didn’t get the job done.” It’s about, “How can I make them more
successful and what do we need to do? What’s interplaying here?” You don’t have
control over so many of those variables. I don’t have control about what happens in
the summer … what happens when you leave this door … what you eat. I don’ have
control about when you go to bed … when you get up … if you were bathed, [or]
your hygiene. I don’t have the control if you sat in front of a TV all night, played
video games, or if you went outside and played. But they all impact what you do in
here every day—every single one of those. So, you’re asking me to do something
when I control a very small percent of the variables that impact their ability to learn.
The final implication concerns the three sub-levels of responsibilities, institution
(central office), management (building principal), and technical core (teaching staff) within

238

public schools, particularly the relationship between the technical core—teachers and
management—principals. Thompson (2010) argues that it is the responsibility of the
managerial level to provide the technical core with necessary resources and mediate, or
buffer, the technical core from issues that would distract them from their core purpose,
teaching and learning. In addition, in proposition 2.1, he states “under norms of rationality,
organizations seek to seal off their core technologies from environmental influences” (p. 19).
There is evidence that is contrary to Thompson’s proposal; the majority of participants
experienced significant anxiety, anger, stress, uncertainty, and fear around the evaluation
process.
For instance, Betsie explained it this way:
I feel like we’re in a chicken coop when people tell us that it’s evaluation and you
need to sign up for a time. All these hens are in this little coop house and going crazy
and it is a flurry of fluster and feathers, “Oh my gosh, I can’t believe she’s expecting
me to do this lesson. And how am I supposed to make it so perfect? And she’s going
to be—.” She’s not asking you to do that! Is she? Is she actually asking you to do
that? She’s just asking you to be a normal teacher. But somehow along the way we’ve
all been told that we have to—the way that it’s viewed—is just be like this
“somebody teacher” that is incredible and is not—I don’t know—what they’re
expecting just seems out of reach … so literally, it’s like a fox is coming out for these
chickens. That’s totally what it is. And you’re just jumping off the top of each other
and hoping to not get bit.
Emma explained the evaluation process is not helping her become a better teacher:
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It’s making me scared (laughs) and it’s making me mad. And it’s making me stressed
out. The feedback that I get is, “We should do more probes so that they can do better
on this test.” It’s just all about teaching to a test. Anyone can teach to a test. That
doesn’t make you a good teacher. There could be terrible teachers out there with great
data because they’re spending all their time doing probes on computers … Absolutely
there are great teachers out there that are getting considered minimally effective
because of a test when you know that they’re in there doing their job the best that
they can every single day and that’s just unfortunate.
Only Ava, specifically expressed that her district administrators were “buffering”
teachers by allowing choice related to the assessments that will be given to students and used
for their final evaluation rating and she is allowed to bring her professional values, beliefs,
and experience to decisions related to teaching.
Organizational culture. Schein (2010) stated that culture can be understood and
analyzed at three different degrees (or levels) of abstraction: (1) artifacts which are visible,
tangible processes and structures; (2) espoused beliefs and values, which includes goals,
aspirations, ideals, ideologies and rationalizations that may be contradictory or congruent
with artifacts or behavior; and (3) basic, underlying assumptions, these are tacit, beliefs and
values that are unconscious and taken for granted, that determine thought, feeling,
perceptions and, ultimately, behavior.
The concept of organizational culture should not be confused with the “concept of
climate,” nor should the culture that exists be confused with the culture that ought to exist
(Schein, 2010, p. 13). Culture then is a larger abstraction, with climate operating as an
observable component of culture, although some disagree (Van Houtte, 2007).
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Culture is the result of group learning, it provides identity, survives long after
individual members leave the organization, and provides a sense of stability to the group; it is
deeply embedded and very difficult to change because it lends stability, meaning and
predictability to the group (Schein, 2010). Although organizational culture is a complex
concept with many dimensions, one implication relates to what Schein (2010) calls
“patterning or integration” (p. 17), which comes from the human need to make our
environment as sensible and orderly as we can. Schein (2010) states, “Disorder or
senselessness makes us anxious, so we will work hard to reduce than anxiety by developing a
more consistent and predictable view of how things are and how they should be;” therefore,
organizational culture develops as groups strive to make sense, manage, and deal with their
worlds.
There is evidence that the mandated evaluation system—level 1—is antithetical to
participants’ beliefs, values, assumptions, and behaviors related to being a professional
teacher, and that required testing and teaching practices are contrary to what they know and
believe about good teaching—levels 2 and 3. This is significant because participants’ lived
experience suggests that the evaluation process is antithetical at a very deep not only at the
organizational level, but it may go beyond organizational culture to a deeper level: the
culture of teaching and what it means to be a professional teacher it is illustrated in the
coping strategies participants described, particularly around compartmentalizing, doing what
is right for kids, and playing the game.
Ava and Emma compartmentalize the evaluation process and try to put it out of their
minds in order to do the work of teaching. For example, Ava said:
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They’re [legislators] taking the joy out of the job. I just refuse to let them take the joy
out of my job. I’m a very good compartmentalizer, so the stuff that really bugs me, I
compartmentalize that, and I leave that totally out of my classroom. My whole focus
is building those relationships with parents and kids, and wanting them to achieve—
my whole focus is them. I’m just not going to focus on that other stuff until I have to
focus on it in my job, and I do, I focus on that. … I’m going to jump through the
hoops I have to go through for my evaluation process, and then you can get the
evaluations done, which is what you have to do. I have to be evaluated, which is what
I have to do. Then, after it’s all said and done, I’m just going to get back to the job of
teaching. That’s kind of how it feels.
Emma echoed Ava’s strategy:
There are a lot of stressors right now. There are a lot of pressures on teachers. We are
asked to do a lot of things that I don’t always agree with (laughs) just because I don’t
think it’s right [or] best for children. I just try to forget about that when I’m in the
classroom. When I’m with my kids I try and push it out of my mind as best as I can,
and just put those kids at the front and think about what I’m doing for them and why
I’m there [and] why I wanted to be a teacher. (laughs)
Grace described playing the game, which for her is also a way of pushing back when
she explained:
At my stage, it’s like we’ve all come to the realization, there’s not a lot we can do.
We just have to play the game, even if we don’t believe it’s right ... There’s a lot of
research out there that says they’re not right. Basically, we close our door and do
what we know is right. This sounds really odd (laughs) but I always have two
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scenarios in mind. If I’m teaching something and I know that there’s a tried and true
way that’s better than the way they’re asking me to do it, I do it that way. But if
certain people walk in, [I] switch to Plan A.
Ethical Considerations
I did not anticipate ethical considerations in my initial review of the literature;
however, ethical issues emerged during the final analysis and a brief review is provided here.
Educational professionals face a myriad of moral and ethical decisions on a daily basis.
According to Shapiro and Gross (2013), “The most difficult decisions to solve are ethical
ones that require dealing with paradoxes and complexities” (p. 3). With that in mind, Shapiro
and Gross (2013) provide a four-part model “multiple ethical paradigms” (p. 13) for framing
ethical dilemmas in education: ethic of justice, ethic of critique, ethic of care, and ethic of the
profession, is based on the work of Shapiro and Stefkovich (2001, 2005, 2011). There is
evidence that participants are facing ethical decisions related to the mandated teacher
evaluation processes adopted by their district administrators in compliance of the law. I focus
the discussion here on two of the frames, the ethic of care and the ethic of the profession,
because those two best reflect the lived experiences of the teacher participants of this study;
ethical considerations for administrators and others will be discussed in the recommendations
section.
Ethic of care. According to Shapiro and Gross (2013), the ethic of care has most
recently been considered in significant detail by female ethicists in response to the
dominance of the ethic of justice, which they view as generally patriarchal. They state:
Attention to this ethic can lead to other discussions of concepts such as loyalty, trust,
and empowerment. This ethic asks that individuals to consider the consequences of
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their decisions and actions. It asks them to take into account questions, such as: “Who
will benefit from what I decide? Who will be hurt by my actions? What are the longterm effects of a decision I make today?” (Shapiro & Gross, 2013 p. 6)
Ethic of the profession. The Michigan Professional Educator’s Code of Ethics (State
of Michigan, 2003) adopted by the Michigan State Board of Education outlines ethical
behavior for teachers. Teachers who are members of a local education association (LEA),
Michigan Education Association (MEA), National Education Association (NEA), or other
professional teacher associations are also subject to the codes of ethics of those associations.
According to Shapiro and Gross (2013), “This ethic places the student at the center of the
decision-making process” and addresses not only “the standards of the profession but the
ethics of the community, the personal and professional codes” of educators and the
“professional codes of a number of other educational organizations” (p. 7). This ethic is used
in decision-making around questions such as the following:
What is in the best interests of the student? What are the personal and professional
codes of an educational leader? What professional codes should be considered? What
does the community think about this issue? And what is the appropriate way for a
professional to act in this particular situation? (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p. 7)
There is evidence that participants have struggled with questions that are consistent
with either the ethic of care and the ethic of the profession, or both. Below are some
examples, most can be viewed through both lenses:
Emma said she is being asked to give online tests to second graders that she does not
feel are appropriate for their developmental stage:
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We have to use Discovery Ed. We have begged for them to let us do pre- and posttests and they won’t. When you think about the developmental abilities of kids, an
online assessment is more appropriate for older kids that can navigate a computer a
lot better than 7-year-olds can (laughs). You know? It just makes no sense.
Emma also struggles with feeling pressure to teach in ways she does not feel are professional.
She said:
The feedback that I get is, “We should do more probes so that they can do better on
this test.” It’s just all about teaching to a test. Anyone can teach to a test. That doesn’t
make you a good teacher.
Michael described feeling powerless during a situation where mid-year,
administrators completely changed the scoring: “You feel helpless. You feel completely
helpless in the system.”
Grace is concerned both professionally and from a caring perspective. She said:
But they’re leaving out, again, that human component. They don’t see the families
[and] what’s happening with their families. The families that live in a car and the
child comes to school, you can’t not take that into consideration. It’s like they have
blinders on … It’s hard to do something that you feel sometimes is not only
redundant, but some of the stuff that we’re forced to do, I believe is harmful to 4- and
5-year olds. It’s too much too soon. They’re not developmentally ready. I fear that
some kids are going to shut down because they’re going to feel like failures, when in
fact they’re not supposed to know that [content] yet.
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Grace is also concerned about how her actions will affect children in the future. She said:
If that’s what they want, [okay] but is that good for kids? Are we teaching them how
to think? How to learn? Or are we just dictating what we want them. I wonder how all
this is going to transfer and how many years of research are we going to have to look
at to see the effect on children? It will be interesting to see what my district’s data
shows in a few years—are kids’ reading better? Do they retain what they have learned
or does it level off and result in average grade level mastery?
Betsie is supposed to only speak English to her students; however, she questions this:
They’ve spent the last three years that they’ve been in school speaking and learning in
Spanish and they’ve spent the last three months that they’ve had on summer vacation
only speaking in Spanish, because if your mom only speaks to you in English, are you
just going to start speaking to her in another language? No. You’re going to speak to
her in what she speaks to you in. Then, two months in, they’re supposed to take this
test that’s a different language than they are speaking? Of course, I’m not going to
start speaking to them in English right when they walk through the door, I try as
much as I can, but I need to support them and just speaking to them in English when I
know how to speak to them in Spanish, that’s not fair. I don’t think it’s right that
we’re graded [evaluated] on that sense.
Betsie also worries about the lasting effects of the focus on testing on children. She
said:
Of course, I did what our principal said to and I gave them a little note card that had
their goal for reading and math on it and then they would write down what they got.
Apparently, it’s better to see what your goal is. That’ll help you achieve it; I don’t
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know … She came back and she shows me the index card. She holds it and she’s like,
“I didn’t meet my goal.” I’m like, “You’re only two points away though. That’s still
awesome.” [She said], “No, I needed to have met the goal. My mom’s going to make
me read more,” (laughs) which is just sweet. Her mom is only educated through sixth
grade and she’s doing the best that she can. It’s just so sad that that ruined her day
and probably the rest of [her life]. That anxiety—that’s just going to be raised every
year that she takes this MAP test … I get that the MAP test is adaptive with the
students’ answers and what their score was … but I don’t think that the students know
that the better that you do, the harder the questions are going to be. How do you say
that to all of them?”
Ava struggles to find the balance between academics and social and emotional
growth. She said:
I just want to make sure that what we’re doing is what’s really in the best interest of
instruction for student achievement, that they’re getting the whole picture. Not just,
“You have to work towards this end goal.” … I take social growth over academic—
I’m sorry, that always gets me in all sorts of trouble. Do I want them to be
academically successful? Absolutely. But, I used to place people in jobs all the time
when I was in Human Resources. I’ll tell you right now—social growth, someone’s
ability to get along, someone’s ability to represent a company in a positive,
productive way, who has a strong skill-set, maybe not the top skill-set, but gets that
job done, but personality-wise shines, they’ll take that person any (emphasis in voice)
day of the week over the person who doesn’t have the ability to work in a group
collaboratively, even if they have an IQ of 150.
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Recommendations
After taking into consideration the individual case study profiles, the cross-case
analysis, the implications, and abundant related literature, I extend the following
recommendations to policy-makers, school administrators, teachers, and for future study.
Policy-makers
•

There is strong evidence that some school districts are tacitly employing stacked
ranking systems. There is no evidence staked ranking systems that eliminate the
bottom 5–10% of teachers will improve teaching quality; however, empirical
research found that these practices are antithetical to the conditions required to
improve teacher quality and student achievement. Therefore, policy-makers
should enact policies that are consistent with the research and will eliminate
stacked ranking systems.

•

There is evidence that the policy climate has shifted. Policy-makers should
examine the origin, assumptions, and motivations associated with mandated
teacher evaluation and should exercise caution so they are not unintentionally
complicit in undermining and de-professionalizing teaching. Policies that are
consistent with professional educational values that are supported by the research
should be enacted.

•

There is evidence that evaluation systems currently in place are not supported by
the research. Policy-makers should enact policy that require mandated evaluation
systems accurately assess teaching.

•

There is evidence that the mandated evaluation legislation created in an imbalance
of power that has resulted in unacceptable business practices such as
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micromanagement, supervisor retaliation, ineffective evaluation practices that
reflect short-term administrative expediency, and potentially illegal firing of
teachers at the top of the pay scale. Policy-makers should reinstate the protections
that balance power between administrators and teachers by reversing the
prohibition of teacher evaluation as a subject of collective bargaining or other
means.
•

Be attentive to the variations in implementation across the state and deal with
instances of abuse of the legislation related to age discrimination.

Administrators
The legislation allows for flexibility in developing individual district teacher
evaluation processes; while the legislation prohibits teacher evaluation as a subject for
collective bargaining, it does not prohibit collaboration in designing and implementing a
teacher evaluation process that is effective, meets the criteria of the mandate, is responsive to
teachers’ perceptions, and buffers your technical core—teachers—so the evaluation process
does not inadvertently hinder teachers’ ability to exercise their professional beliefs, values,
and experience while teaching. Administrators should consider the following:
•

There is strong evidence that some school districts are employing stacked ranking
systems. There is no evidence staked ranking systems that eliminate the bottom
5–10% of teachers will improve teaching quality; however, empirical research
found that these practices are potentially harmful and antithetical to the conditions
required to improve teacher quality and student achievement. Therefore,
administrators at all levels should enact district policy that is consistent with the
research and eliminate stacked ranking systems.
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•

There is evidence that the policy climate has shifted. Administrators should
exercise caution so they are not unintentionally complicit in undermining and deprofessionalizing teaching. Administrators at all levels should examine the origin,
assumptions, and motivations associated with mandated teacher evaluation and
adopt evaluation processes that are consistent supported by the research and
buffer educators from outside threats.

•

There is evidence that evaluation systems currently in place are not supported by
the research. Administrators should establish evaluation systems that accurately
assess teaching and support teacher growth.

•

There is evidence that the mandated evaluation legislation created in an imbalance
of power that has resulted in unacceptable business practices such as
micromanagement, supervisor retaliation, ineffective evaluation practices that
reflect short-term administrative expediency, and potentially illegal firing of
teachers at the top of the pay scale. Administrators at all levels should work to
balance that power by collaborating with teachers to design an acceptable
evaluation process and provide teachers with autonomy to be professional
decision-makers.

•

Strive to thoroughly understand the legislation and the flexibility it provides, and
adopt evaluation processes that are supported by empirical research.

•

Ensure that teachers are being held accountable for only for those factors over
which they have reasonable control.
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•

Consider utilizing the Multiple Ethical Paradigms (Shapiro & Gross, 2013)
framework and/or other applicable professional codes of ethics to analyze any
ethical dilemmas that arise.

•

Periodically assess the stress and anxiety levels of principals, evaluators, teachers,
and students related to the evaluation process and associated testing requirements.

•

Explore options for reducing the emphasis on tests or assessments used to
determine student academic growth; seek flexibility and balance among the
categories and criteria used in the evaluation instrument.

Teachers
•

Monitor district evaluation policies and evaluation results for evidence that might
indicate that administrators are tacitly using any form of a stacked ranking
system. Districts should have clearly stated guidelines for attaining a rating of
highly effective and that rating should be attainable by all teachers that meet the
requirements.

•

Understand that if you are feeling stress, anxiety, and fear that it is real, the
evaluation process your district is using may not be consistent with the research
on effective teacher evaluation process.

•

Understand the current policy environment, which at the present time is resulting
in legislation and policy that considers educators and public schools as the
problem, does not consider input from educators, and is confusing.

•

Use your voices; take positive action to change the policy environment narrative.

•

Collaborate with your colleagues, your administrators, and your local and state
education association to proactively affect educational policy.
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•

Be well versed in the research related to what works and what does not work
related to teacher evaluation and insist that research is utilized when developing a
new evaluation process, revising or evaluating the current evaluation process.

•

Thoroughly understand the legislation, the flexibility it provides, and hold
administrators accountable.

For Future Study
•

Phenomenological studies of the lived experiences of teachers at other grade
levels and in other specialty capacities, such as music, physical education, special
education related to mandated teacher evaluation systems with a larger selection
of participants.

•

Phenomenological studies of the lived experiences of central office
administrators, building principals, and other evaluators related to mandated
teacher evaluation systems.

•

A phenomenological study of the lived experience of mandated teacher evaluation
with an entire school district as participants.

•

A replication of this study with a larger selection of participants from across the
state.

•

An extension of this study through follow-up interviews.

•

A mixed-methods study that explores the use of tacit stacked ranking or forced
distribution practices.
Reflection

The findings and implications of this study were both surprising and disturbing to me.
Considering my own experience of the mandate during 2011–2012, perhaps I should not be
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surprised or disturbed by the findings and implications of this study, but I was. I had hoped
that after the first year districts would figure things out and adapt for the better; sadly, except
for Ava, that was not the case. For this reflection, I developed a fictional interpretation of the
“Return to the Research Questions” section, where I describe participants’ lived experience,
meanings and essences of the phenomenon as if policymakers and administrators were not
ignoring, but were guided by the research; this reflection embodies the leadership
characteristics and qualities that I value and seek to achieve.
A Fictional Return to the Research Questions
This study was guided by the following research questions:
1. How do elementary teachers in Michigan traditional public schools describe the lived
experience of the phenomenon of legislated performance evaluation?
All five participants, Ava, Betsie, Emma, Grace, and Michael, described evaluation
policies and procedures implemented by their districts in compliance with the legislation of
2011 evaluation as a constructive learning experience throughout the school year. They
described collaborating with district administration and their building principal to develop an
evaluation process that provides an accurate reflection of the complexity of their teaching
ability. They perceive that the policies and procedures adopted by their districts beginning
with the 2011–2012 school year have managed to avoid the shift to a culture of testing, takes
into consideration factors that are beyond their control, encourages the well-being of
children, and supports the social and emotional development of every child. While
assessments and data are used as formative assessments to guide instruction and to make
overall school improvements, and student growth is a small part of their year-end summative
evaluation, they describe their districts as valuing skillful teaching and deep student learning
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and understanding over test scores. The mandated evaluation process allows teachers to
select assessments that reflect their teaching skills to be used for their summative evaluation
and permits teachers to use quality supplemental assessments as evidence for student growth
when standard measures are not adequate.
Moreover, they feel supported, receive regular and useful feedback, both on what
they are doing right, and how they might improve their teaching. Attaining a rating of highly
effective is not a mystery; the criteria and requirements are clearly established and are
attainable for all who meet the criteria. Consequently, because they are supported and
encouraged to try new teaching practices; they all said that they received positive incentives
on their summative evaluation for taking risks. They described a trusting and collaborative
work environment where school administrators and teachers work together to grow and
improve as learners and educators. Participants also said participation in a peer observation,
job-embedded coaching, and their districts’ well-coordinated professional development
program was required as part of their evaluation process.
2. What meanings do they ascribe to and, what are the essences of, the phenomenon of
legislated performance evaluation?
As the participants described how they make sense of mandated teacher evaluation,
they described being empowered by their administrators to bring their professional beliefs,
values, and experience to both the evaluation process and in their teaching. They explained
that the evaluation processes their district adopted in compliance of the mandate made sense
because even though the mandate itself was difficult to understand, they felt like their
administrators were actively involving teachers in the planning and implementation of the
mandate and were doing their best to be fair and buffer their teachers from the additional
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stress from external in their work environment so they are able to fully focus on teaching and
teaching the whole child. Furthermore, to add another level of certainty, teachers described
knowing their overall rating throughout the school year. For them, the essences of the
experience are self-determination, autonomy, and empowerment; they could not begin to
imagine an evaluation process without those elements.
It is my sincere hope that one day soon, all teachers will experience positive,
professional, and constructive evaluation processes, whether mandated or not.
Summary
In this concluding chapter, I revisited the research questions and provided a
composite description of participants’ lived experience of phenomenon of mandated teacher
evaluation, along with a composite description of the meanings they attribute to the
phenomenon and the essence of the experience. This section was followed by the conclusions
drawn from this collective case study; a discussion of the implications accompanied by
relevant references from the existing body of research; recommendations for policy-makers,
central office administrators, building principals, and teachers; considerations for future
research; and a researcher reflection.
I believe the significance of this study is largely because it provides an insight into
teachers’ actual lived experience of mandated teacher evaluation legislation and it provides a
platform for teachers’ voices to be heard. The evaluation processes put into place, including
forced ranking, in as local districts strive to interpret and implement the legislation has
resulted in considerable disruptions within school districts and in teachers’ professional and
personal lives. There are gaps in both the teacher evaluation and evaluation policy literature;
this research contributes to the literature of both. The findings can be used by policy-makers,
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administrators, and others responsible for the development and implementation of mandated
evaluation systems to gain insight into the effects, unintended consequences, other
implications, and remedies related to the legislation enacted in 2011.
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Appendix A: Initial Contact Visit Form
Project Title: MICHIGAN ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ LIVED EXPERIENCES OF
LEGISLATED TEACHER EVALUATION
Interviewer: Kathryn Coffey
Date: __________________________
Place: ________________________________________________________
Prospective Participant’s Name __________________________________
School/District ________________________________________________
Position ______________________________________________________
Preferred Phone Number ________________________________________
Preferred Email ________________________________________________
Preferred Mailing Address _______________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
Best Time to Contact ____________________________________________
Best Time/Day/Location for Formal Interviews ______________________
_______________________________________________________________
Notes:
Interest
Interesting Characteristics/Experience
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Appendix B: Participant Informed Consent Agreement
Project Title: MICHIGAN ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ LIVED EXPERIENCES OF
LEGISLATED TEACHER EVALUATION
Principal Investigator: Kathryn N. Coffey, Eastern Michigan University
Co-Investigator: Barbara Bleyaert, EdD, Committee Chair, Eastern Michigan University
Purpose of the Study: The purpose of this research study is to gain a better understanding
of the lived experiences of elementary general education classroom teachers in traditional
public schools in West Michigan as their performance is evaluated under the mandatory
teacher evaluation policy, the meanings they ascribe to evaluation, and ultimately, the
essence at the core of the experience.
Procedure: I will explain the study to you in person, answer any questions you may have,
and witness your signature to this consent form. You must be a certified teacher in the State
of Michigan, be employed by in a traditional public elementary school, be assigned to as a
general education classroom teacher, have experienced performance evaluation under the
teacher evaluation legislation enacted in 2011, and be willing to participate in order to take
part in this study.
You will be asked to participate in one in-depth interview lasting approximately 90 minutes,
with possible follow-up interviews. In the first interview, you will be asked to reconstruct
your experience of becoming a teacher in your current position and your previous
experiences with being evaluated.
If the interview takes place in your classroom, I may request to take several photographs of
the physical room only as supplemental data to provide context and a rich, thick visual
description of your daily work environment. You have the right to deny this request without
penalty.
If it is determined that follow-up interviews are appropriate, you will be asked to participate
in two additional in-depth interviews lasting approximately 90 minutes each, with a final
follow-up interview as necessary. In the second interview, you will be asked to reconstruct
details of your experiences of having your teaching performance evaluated under the teacher
evaluation legislation of 2011, and in the third interview, you will be asked to reflect on the
meaning of your experiences of past evaluation as well as having your teaching performance
evaluated subject to the teacher evaluation legislation. The interviews will be recorded
digitally to enhance accuracy and will be transcribed by either myself, or by a professional
transcriptionist. Interviews will be conducted over a 3–4 week period of time, March 15 –
August 31, 2014.
At the beginning of the first interview, you will also be asked several questions about your
demographic information. You will be asked about your age, the highest degree obtained, the
length of time you have been teaching, and the length of time in the position you currently
hold. I will also ask you will to consider an appropriate and acceptable pseudonym for both
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yourself and for your school. You will be asked to describe the demographics of your school
district and of your current school building assignment(s).
After my initial analysis of the transcript data, I will provide you with a copy of my written
description and will ask your input as to its accuracy. Prior to final submission of my written
dissertation I will also seek your input to ensure accuracy and the confidentiality of your
contributions to this research.
Your participation in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate. If you do
decide to participate, you can change your mind at any time and withdraw from the study
without negative consequences. Should significant new findings develop during the course of
the study that effect your willingness to participate, you should inform me as soon as possible
that you wish to withdraw from the study, and you can withdraw without negative
consequences.
Once this consent form is signed, you will be given a duplicate copy, which will include
follow-up contact information, if needed.
Confidentiality: Your participation in this research will be kept confidential. Only a
pseudonym will identify the transcripts of your interviews. The selected pseudonyms for you
and your school will be used in any written report, presentation, or other publication.
Transcripts will be stored separately from the signed consent form, which includes your
name and any other identifying information. At no time will your real name or the real name
of your school be associated with or matched to the transcripts of the interviews, in any
future written report, presentation, or other publication. The interview audio files themselves
will be destroyed following completion of this study. All related materials, including a digital
back-up file will be kept in locked file cabinets located in this researcher’s home office, and
all digital data will be stored on a password-protected computer in password-protected files.
Expected Risks: While there should not be risk to you in participating in this study, there is
the possibility that as you respond to the in-depth interview questions you may feel some
distress through identifying painful experiences from your own past, your life experiences
related to your work, or from experiencing the phenomenon of performance evaluation. If
you feel any such discomfort, you have the right to stop at any time and seek assistance.
Additionally, if such distress is felt after any of the interviews have been conducted, you may
contact the person in charge. Although I am not a professional counselor, I will be able to
provide a space for you to discuss your feelings, or alternatively, refer you to someone who is
qualified to do so.
Expected Benefits: There will be no direct personal benefit to you, but your participation
will contribute to our understanding of the lived experiences of teachers as they experience
mandatory teacher evaluation. Your contribution to this research has the potential to enhance
to the profession of teaching, promote the wellbeing of teachers, as well as inform policy
decisions at the local and state level.
Voluntary Participation: Participation in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to
participate. It is your right to withdraw at any time from the study without penalty or
negative consequences. I have read all of the above information regarding this study. The
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procedures and requirements have been explained to me, and I understand them. I freely and
voluntarily consent to be a participant. For my records, I have been provided with a copy of
this consent form.
Participant initials _____________
Use of Research Results: I will be using the results of this research the process of
completing an EdD degree. The results will be presented in aggregate form only and when
presenting descriptive findings, or descriptive data, I will separate participants from the
schools in which they work when necessary to protect participant identity and school
interests. Results may be presented at research meetings and conferences, in scientific or
other publications, and as part of a doctoral dissertation being conducted by the principal
investigator.
Future Questions: If you have any questions concerning your participation in this study now
or in the future, you can contact the principal investigator, Kathryn N. Coffey, at 231-7400275 or via email at coffeykathryn@me.com
This research protocol and informed consent document has been reviewed and approved
by the Eastern Michigan University Human Subjects Review Committee (UHSRC) for use
from ______________ to ________________. If you have questions about the approval
process, please contact the UHSRC at human.subjects@emich.edu or call 734-487-0042.
Consent to Participate: I have read or had read to me all of the above information about this
research study, including the research procedures, possible risks, side effects, and the
likelihood of any benefit to me. The content and meaning of this information has been
explained and I understand. All my questions, at this time, have been answered. I hereby
consent and do voluntarily offer to follow the study requirements and take part in the study.

PRINT NAME: ______________________________________________
Signatures:
Participant (your signature) _______________________________________Date
___________

Principal Investigator ____________________________________________Date
___________
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Appendix C: Interview Guide
Interview 1
Project Title: MICHIGAN ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ LIVED EXPERIENCES OF
LEGISLATED TEACHER EVALUATION
Type of Interview: In-Depth, Phenomenological Interview (Seidman, 2013), Interview 1
________ Interviewee signed Inform Consent Agreement
Date: __________________________
Place: ________________________________________________________
Interviewer: Kathryn Coffey
Interviewee: ______________________________ Age: ________M
Degree_______

F

Demographic information:
How long have you been teaching?
What is your current teaching position?
How long have you been teaching in your current position?
Have you decided on a personal pseudonym?
Have you decided on a school pseudonym?
Please briefly describe the demographics of your school district.
Please briefly describe the demographics of your current school building(s).
Focus question for formal interview 1, Focused Life History:
1. Could you describe how you came to be in your current teaching position?
What was it like for you? How do you feel…?
2. When you think about evaluation in general, what comes to mind? Could you
describe any past experiences you’ve had with performance evaluation in any setting
or situation, such as school, sports, the arts, etc? You can go as far back as possible.
What was it like for you? How did it make you feel?
3. Follow-up questions will be formulated based on the participant’s responses in order
to clarify and expand the description of the experience details to include sensory
details, such as “could you say more about . . .,” “what was it like?” “how did/does it
feel?” “how did that affect . . .?,” or “what comes to mind?”
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Interview 2
Project Title: MICHIGAN ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ LIVED EXPERIENCES OF
LEGISLATED TEACHER EVALUATION
Type of Interview: In-Depth, Phenomenological Interview (Seidman, 2013), Interview 2
Date: __________________________
Place: ________________________________________________________
Interviewer: Kathryn Coffey
Interviewee: ______________________________ Age: _________M
Degree_______

F

Focus question for formal interview 2, Details of the Experience:
1. Could you describe what it is typically like to be evaluated under the new evaluation
legislation? Who is usually involved? Where does ... usually happen? How often?
2. What are all of the things you do over the school year in the evaluation process,
starting in the fall and going through then end of the year?
3. Could you think back to your most recent evaluation experience and describe the
entire experience—recreate the experience from start to finish? How did you prepare?
What happened before, after? What specifically was said or done?
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Interview 3
Project Title: MICHIGAN ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ LIVED EXPERIENCES OF
LEGISLATED TEACHER EVALUATION
Type of Interview: In-Depth, Phenomenological Interview (Seidman, 2013), Interview 3
Date: __________________________
Place: ________________________________________________________
Interviewer: Kathryn Coffey
Interviewee: ______________________________ Age: _________M
Degree_______

F

Focus question for formal interview 3, Refection on the Meaning of the Experience:
1. In our first interview, you described your past experiences with being evaluated,
when you think of these experiences, what comes to mind?
2. Given what you’ve said about your current performance evaluation experiences what
is it like to be evaluated under the new system?
3. How does it make you feel? What sense do you make of it?
4. When you think about your experience with the new teacher evaluations, how does it
make you feel about your teaching?
5. How does it make you feel as a teacher? How does it make you
6. How do you understand evaluation in your life?
7. How do you see this affecting your life now and in the future?
8. Do you have any final thoughts you would like to share?
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Appendix D: Method of Data Analysis
Project Title: MICHIGAN ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ LIVED EXPERIENCES OF
LEGISLATED TEACHER EVALUATION
Modified Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen Method of Data Analysis
For the purposes of this study, phenomenological data will be organized and managed
utilizing NVivo Computer Assisted Qualitative Data Analysis Software (CAQDAS) and will
be analyzed following a modification of the Stevick-Colaizzi-Keen method of analysis of
phenomenological data as described by Moustakas (1994) and Creswell (2013) and collective
case study (Creswell, 2013). This Method of Data Analysis process has been modified for
clarity.
1. Data analysis begins after the primary researcher’s Epoché process.
2. Formal data analysis will begin as complete interview transcripts become available
for participants.
3. Case records are developed on a rolling basis, using member checking.
Steps to Develop the Case Record:
__________ Each statement is considered regarding its significance for description of the
experience, record all relevant statements.
• Horizonalization: List every expression relevant to the experience
__________ Eliminate repetitive and overlapping statements, resulting in List of Significant
Statements. These are the invariant horizons or meaning units of the
experience. Code as “Significant Statements”
__________ Cluster and Thematize the Significant Statements (meaning units)
• Cluster statements into themes, code as “Meaning Units”
__________ Using Meaning Units and Themes, construct for each participant an Individual
Textural Description describing the “what” of the experience, including
verbatim quotes from transcript.
Steps for Developing the Case Study Profile:
__________ Construct for each participant a case study profile that includes an Individual
Structural Description, or the “how” of the experience based on the
Individual Textural Description and Imaginative Variation.
__________ Conduct a thematic cross-case analysis of the case records.
__________ Develop a Composite Description of the meanings and essences of the
experience of the group as a whole from the cross-case analysis.
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Appendix E: Sample Recruitment and Follow-up Letters
Project Title: MICHIGAN ELEMENTARY TEACHERS’ LIVED EXPERIENCES OF
LEGISLATED TEACHER EVALUATION
Sample Initial Contact/Recruitment phone call script
Dear ______________,
“Hi, my name is Kathryn Coffey. I am a doctoral candidate in education leadership at Eastern
Michigan University. I am conducting a research study for my dissertation on elementary
general education classroom teachers’ lived experiences of Michigan’s teacher evaluation
legislation. I am contacting you to ask if you would be willing to meet with me for about 30
minutes to discuss the possibility of your participation in my study.
If you are interested and willing to meet with me, we can schedule a time now. When would
be a good time for you?”
If the potential participant is interested, I will set up a date and time and will provide the
participant with my contact information: “I have you scheduled for an interview on (date and
time) at (location). If you have any questions, I can be reached at 231-740-0275 or
coffeykathrynn@me.com Thank you for your help.”
If the potential participant is not interested, I will end the call: “Thank you so much for your
time.”
Sample Initial Contact /Recruitment email
Hello,
My name is Kathryn Coffey. I am a doctoral candidate in education leadership at Eastern
Michigan University. I am conducting a research study for my dissertation on elementary
general education classroom teachers’ lived experiences of Michigan’s teacher evaluation
legislation. I am contacting you to ask if you would be willing to meet with me for about 30
minutes to discuss the possibility of your participation in my study.
If you are interested and willing to meet with me, please contact me so we can schedule a
time. I can be reached at 231-740-0275 or coffeykathrynn@me.com
Kathryn Coffey
College of Education, Department of Leadership & Counseling
Eastern Michigan University
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Sample Follow-up Letter, Selected for Study
Dear ______________,
Thank you for your interest in my dissertation research on the experience of performance
evaluation subject to Michigan’s teacher evaluation legislation. I value and appreciate the
unique perspective that your experiences can contribute to my study and I am delighted that
you are interested in the possibility of participating in it. The purpose of this letter is to
restate some of the things we discussed in our previous meeting.
I will be using a qualitative research model that seeks a comprehensive description of your
experience. I hope to be able to answer my research question: “What is the lived experience
of elementary general education classroom teachers in traditional public schools in West
Michigan as their performance is evaluated under the mandatory teacher evaluation policy,
the meanings they ascribe to evaluation, and ultimately, the essence at the core of the
experience?”
As a participant in this study, you will be asked to participate in one in-depth interview
lasting approximately 90 minutes, with possible follow-up interviews. In the first interview,
you will be asked to recall specific situations and events that you experienced while
becoming a teacher in your current position and also specific situations and events related to
your previous experiences with being evaluated. I am seeking comprehensive, accurate, and
vivid descriptions of what these experiences were like for you, including situations, events,
people, and places, as well as your feelings, behaviors, and thoughts related to your
experience.
If it is determined that follow-up interviews are appropriate, you will be asked to participate
in two additional in-depth interviews lasting approximately 90 minutes each, with a final
follow-up interview as necessary. In the second interview, you will be asked to reconstruct
details of your experiences of having your teaching performance evaluated under the teacher
evaluation legislation of 2011, and in the third interview, you will be asked to reflect on the
meaning of your experiences of past evaluation as well as having your teaching performance
evaluated subject to the teacher evaluation legislation. The interviews will be recorded
digitally to enhance accuracy and will be transcribed by either myself, or by a professional
transcriptionist. Your identity will be kept confidential at all times.
I appreciate and value your interest and willingness to participate in this study, and I thank
you for being willing to commit your time, effort, and energy. We are scheduled to meet on
________ for our first interview. At that time, I will go over the study once again and ask
you to sign an informed consent form. In the meantime, if you have any questions, I can be
reached at 231-740-0275 or coffeykathrynn@me.com
Warm regards,
Kathryn Coffey
College of Education, Department of Leadership & Counseling, Eastern Michigan University

276

Sample Follow-up, Not selected for study
Dear ___________,
Thank you for your interest in my dissertation research on the experience of performance
evaluation subject to Michigan’s teacher evaluation legislation. In the process of recruiting
potential participants for my study, I met with (a number) of classroom teachers who were
excellent potential participants. However, because my study is limited to 5 to 6 cases, I am
not able to include all of them at this time. This was a difficult decision.
The purpose of this letter is to inform you that you were not selected as a participant, and to
let you know I value and appreciate the unique perspective that your experiences would have
contributed to my study.
I sincerely thank you for the time you took from your day to meet with me to discuss my
study.
With warm regards,
Kathryn Coffey
College of Education, Department of Leadership & Counseling
Eastern Michigan University
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Appendix F: UHSRC Approval Letter
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